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As a girl, the
raiders had con-
sidered me no
threat. That had
been their great
mistake.
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t was the wails of children and the swears and curses of the slavers
that woke me. I glanced down the corridor toward the door by the guards’
room. The light from there was muted, swallowed up by the darkness of
the pens, but I could dimly make out the shadows of figures moving back
and forth. I sighed. This kind of activity could mean only one thing—
the raiders had just brought in a new group of kids. In over a year here,
[ could tell that much.

[ slipped back from the bars, retreating to a shadowy corner of my cell
and the nebulous protection that it offered. The stone floor was cold be-
neath the soles of my feet, and the rough wool of my shirt snagged unpleas-
antly as [ crouched against the wall. The noise at the end of the corridor
grew louder as the door by the guards’ room swung open. The wailing and
crying that had so abruptly roused me from my sleep ceased, only to be
replaced with whimpers as the children beheld their new home. [ smiled
grimly in the shadows—the slave pens were not really all that pleasant.

[t was dim here, with almost no light penetrating from the upper lev-
els. Even the air was oppressive, and every breath seemed stale and slug-
gish. Light, when it came at all, was bright and sharp from the door at the
end of the corridor, a stabbing beacon in the darkness that eddied around
it. From beyond that door came the slavers and their newfound slaves. Only
during an auction would buyers be allowed down here, and then perhaps
a few of us would be let out.

The corridor stretched from my cell in both directions. The walls on
either side were lined with bars which fronted the cells; their walls and
back were stone, a little more than a foot thick. The cells themselves were
small, barely long enough to stretch out in, and about as high. Every few
cells, the wall extended beyond the bars and an iron hook protruded.

[ looked out, squinting against the glare. This new group was fairly old;
I would have guessed between ten and sixteen. Fewer boys than girls, but
that was not unusual. When my village had been raided, almost all the
boys older than fourteen had been killed. As a girl, the raiders had con-
sidered me no threat. That had been their great mistake.

There were perhaps a dozen newcomers in all, three boys and the rest
girls. The guards were dividing up the group into different cells along the
corridor. The girls were crying, most of them nearing hysterics. Usually,
the genders were split, but we were months away from the auction’s open-
ing and the slavers did not appear too concerned about whom they put
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where. By the time they reached my cell there were only
two captives left, a boy about my age and a girl a lit-
tle younger.

“Well, Shea,” the guard’s voice was harsh to my ears,
“which one would you prefer?”

[ looked up at the man who was grinning so humor-
lessly down at me. He was a big man, heavy-boned,
with roughly chiseled features and dark eyes. I knew
him rather well.

“I assume there’s a reason behind this, Tek?” I asked,
scowling briefly because my voice was husky after so
much disuse.

“No reason at all, Shea,” he said, still grinning. “Just
thought I'd give you the choice. Wouldn’t want you up-
set with me, now would 1?”

“No, I guess not.” I smiled faintly from my corner.
“How’s your arm?”

Tek grimaced. Several months ago he had tried to
grab my ankle through the bars while I was asleep.
When he caught hold of my ankle, | had smashed my
leg to one side, and his arm had broken against the bars.

“All better,” he told me, extending his arm as proof.
“I heal pretty fast.”

“You won’t heal at all if you ever try that again,”
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slave pens were not really
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I told him ominously. He gave me a sharp bark of
laughter.

“I know. That’s why I'm trying to get on your good
side,” he replied, his grin once more in place. “Now
which one would you prefer?”

[ gave the two captives another look. The girl was
a pale blonde, a slight, willowy thing almost too ter-
rified to do anything other than weep, and I did not
want to have to go through that again.

The boy, however . . . my age, almost certainly, and
angry. Very, very angry. He stood with absolute rigid-
ity, tense, with his hands curled tight into fists and his
eyes burning. A shock of dark brown hair hung in his
eyes. [ squinted up at him, wishing I could see him bet-
ter in the dim light. There was something about this
boy . . . I smiled at the slaver.

“I'll take the boy.”

Tek threw back his head and laughed again, the
sound echoing hollowly from the stone walls.

“Young gentleman,” he said mockingly, “since Shea

14 MERLYN’S PEN MIDDLE SCHOOL EDITION

has decided to let you share her cell, I might as well
oblige her.” He gave the boy an amused look. “It seems
Shea has found another of her own.”

I glanced over at the boy who now shared my cell—
my age, my height, with golden eyes and wavy brown-
black hair. He watched me curiously, his eyes showing
none of the fear that many felt when confronted with
my people. All I saw were questions—questions I did
not want to answer. With his dark coloring, he could
have been one of us. However, the less obvious signs
made it apparent, at least to me, that he was not.

He stood with a tense expectancy, as one who is
hunting but has not the patience to wait for his prey.
His face also betrayed his emotions, though here it was
far less obvious. Only in his eyes did he allow the burn-
ing hatred and anger to run rampant. [ nodded in silent
approval. In this respect he was very much like one of
my own. Of course, he lacked the most obvious sign
of all—the mark of the Yissana.

He was confused and angry, as most of the new ones
were. So many he had known were dead. People close
to him had been raped and tortured, and he hated the
people who had caused it. Hatred could be a danger-
ous emotion here. Hatred uncontrolled would be worse
still. That was something I had learned.

My emotions were controlled now, controlled as
my parents had taught me. Control was essential to my
sanity. Control was what [ had briefly lost with their
deaths and the death of my home.

[ smiled at the boy from across the cell.

“] am called Shea,” I told him. He inclined his head.

“I am Kven,” he replied. “You are of the Yissana?”
The words echoed in my head. Yissana. People of the Flame.
The people of my race, even though [ remain a slave. What
he said was less of a question than a statement. Yet there
was no fear in his eyes, no revulsion, no hatred.

“I am Yissana.” I said it clearly, waiting for a reac-
tion. He gave none, except to sigh. Then he smiled,
as he realized I expected an outburst.

“I was raised in a village that shared land with the
Yissana,” he told me. “I often spoke with them and
worked with them in the fields.” I saw his gaze flicker
toward the guard who stood at the end of the corridor,
black hatred in his eyes. The eyes came back to me,
measuring me as | had measured so many others. His
face showed nothing of what he saw. After a moment
he looked away, out into the darkness around us.

Kven was unusual indeed. He was the exception to
all the others who had shared this cell with me over
the past year. Perhaps, having lived so close to the Yis-
sana, he had more understanding of what we are, and
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[ was sure he had been taught at some time or other
by a Yissana of the mental control which bound us all.
It would explain his calm and his apparent mastery of
his features and feelings. But mental control was only
half of what was needed in a Yissana. The physical con-
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hatred to run rampant.
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trol provided the other half, and it was that which made
us so deadly.

[ touched my right temple with one hand, feeling
with my fingers for the mark that set me apart from oth-
ers, some sign that proved that the mark still existed.
[ felt nothing but smooth skin, as always.

It protected me, that mark. It shielded me from some
of the horror. It was the reason I was still a virgin in
this torturous hell. No man valuing his life would put
himself within reach of my body without my permis-
sion. Some had learned from bitter experience, though
they never had the chance to display that newly found
knowledge. The rest learned from the mistakes of their
peers. | smiled in the dimness; no one had come near
me in over six months. I was grateful for that distinc-
tion.

“Would you mind if I asked you something?” Kven
inquired suddenly. I brought my attention back to him.
He was watching me, his eyes roaming my face as if that
would tell him something of my feelings.

“You may ask all you want,” I told him. “But do not
always expect an answer.”

“Fair enough.” He gave me a quick grin. I gave him
my full attention.

“I know something of the Yissana,” he began, putting
me in mind of what he had said before. “I lived in a
village that was friendly with them and [ knew several
growing up. But no one would ever tell me why Yis-
sana were so feared. My parents said I should never
trust your kind and to always be wary of you, no mat-
ter what. I could tell that there was tension between
us, but I never knew the reason.” He looked over at me.
[ was surprised that he described the wariness between
the villages as “tension”—usually it was a lot more than
that. His village, I realized, must have been extremely
accepting of the Yissana. I wondered suddenly whether
there had been any intermarriage between the groups.

He watched me expectantly. Kven, I saw, would not
be easily satisfied with vague answers to his questions.
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[ sighed.

“The Yissana,” I began, “believe in the power of mind
above all things. It can control how and what you feel,
how you act, and how you appear to others. We train
the mind to control the body. And in doing so, we have
to train the body to respond to what the mind is telling
it.” I paused for Kven to speak, but he was intent upon
my words. | continued.

“We are taught how to do this at a very early age.
Children learn from their parents, and when they see
their parents using the Control, they naturally try to
use it themselves. Formal training begins at about age
five and continues throughout their lives. When chil-
dren reach the level at which they can consciously deny
pain, they are given the mark of the Yissana.” I gestured
to my right temple. “It’s a rather elaborate ceremony,
and always a time of celebration.” I smiled, remember-
ing my own. Kven stared at me wonderingly.

“Sometimes,” he said slowly, “I was invited by the
Yissana to join them in their exercises. They all had
that . . . mark, even children as young as nine. I hadn’t
realized it wasn’t genetic, or some sort of birthmark.”

I smiled to myself. Even if he didn’t realize it, Kven
had indeed been exposed to Yissana teachings. The ex-
ercises he mentioned were most probably part of Yis-
sana training. I decided to tell him the rest, so that he
would understand.

“None of our specialness is genetic. We are raised
into the power of our Creed and we learn to be Yissana.
We are trained in the absolute control of mind and
body.

“It’s the absolute control we have of our bodies that
makes us so feared. We can deny pain; retreat into our
minds, if we must, to escape it. We control everything
about ourselves: our facial features, our body language,
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all the minuscule details that tell you how someone is
feeling or how they’re going to react. We have precise
control over how we move and no energy is ever
wasted.

“For a while, a few Yissana became assassins and
mercenaries, and none but another Yissana could stand
against them. That’s where the stories come from. Not
all of them are true, of course, but many are. Enough,
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at least, to inspire fear among people who have no un-
derstanding.”

Kven nodded slowly, thinking about what I had
said. I gave up watching him and let my head fall back
against the wall once more. I was tired and had not
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slept since the newest slaves had come in. I did not trust
either the slavers or my cellmates and would not be
caught unawares. Often before, the slavers who ran the
pens would deem it necessary to provide examples for
the newcomers. More often than not, they chose some-
one they knew would survive the beating and live long
enough to serve as a reminder to others who consid-
ered disobeying orders. I found myself in that situation
often enough, though in my case the disobedience was
usually very real and messy to clean up.

My eyes snapped open . . . a sound in the distance,
the heavy trudge of boots on the stone floor. A bright
light flashed at the end of the corridor and the door
opened. The guard spoke briefly with the man who en-
tered. He was big and heavyset, with powerful arms and
a hard face. He turned at one comment from the
guard and stared blearily down the hall. Drunk then,
and probably looking for someone to whore for him.
I looked over at Kven, who was watching the man as
well, his lips pressed into a grim line.

With a parting remark to the guard that set them
both to laughing uproariously, the man turned and be-
gan to weave his way down the hall, staring into the
cells as he passed. He paused about four cells down and
across from us, peering into the gloom and swaying
drunkenly.

From the corner of my eye, [ saw Kven tense, mouth-
ing curses. [ turned my head to look at him more fully
and asked a question.

“Who is she?”

“Cassim,” he said hoarsely. He stared across the
corridor, desperate and angry. “Don’t let it be her,
please don’t let it be her!” He looked at me pleadingly.
The pain in his eyes made me want to close my own.
Close them and shut out the pain, his pain. I had seen
this so many times before. I knew what would happen
even as Kven sought to deny it. Across the hall, the
man fumbled with the keys to the cell.
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“If that drunken son of a Telik witch lays his hands
on her . . .” Kven began. He stopped, and I saw the
realization in his eyes. He could do nothing. He was
powerless here against these people. He could hate as
much as he wished, but he could do nothing.

“If he hurts her, [ wish him dead,” he said fiercely,
his voice low. “I would give much for his death.”

[ heard the scrape of the metal door on stone as the
man opened it to the cell beyond. Neither Kven nor
I could see past the darkness that lay over the air, some-
thing for which I was profoundly grateful. There were
a few eternal seconds of silence, broken only by the
man’s whispered curses, before the girl began to scream.

At the first cry, Kven lunged against the bars that
served as doors, swearing violently in a stream of curses
that seemed to flow endlessly from his lips. He stopped
straining against the iron a second later and slumped
back down to the floor, tears coursing down his cheeks.
He did not sob, or cry out, or swear vengeance; he just
let the grief and anger overtake him and flow out from
his eyes. He stared blindly at me, emotions blazing in
his eyes, though none of them touched his face. In that
instant [ saw myself in his eyes, saw who [ had been
and who I had become. I saw my face reflected in his
eyes and stared back, seeing for the first time in years
my reflection.

Pale, pale as a ghost after so much time in the dark.
Bright green eyes stared back at me, sharp in contrast
to the white of my skin and black of my hair. My mid-
night hair was wavy and long, as wild as the rest of me.
High cheekbones and a small triangular nose gave my
face an alien look, only enhanced by full lips and a pointed
chin. At my right temple was the mark of the Yissana.

A small, intricately detailed, curved dagger was tat-
tooed parallel to the end of my eyebrow. The blade and
visible parts of the hilt were a luminescent silver against

® ¢ ¢ ¢ O O O O O O o
Kven lunged against the
bars, swearing violently. He

could do nothing.
I R R R SR R R R R S S

my skin, while the hand wrapped around the hilt got
its color from my flesh. It reminded me of who I was
and what [ had done.

[ stared into Kven’s eyes, feeling the memories boil
up within me. And once more, they burned me with
the things I had tried so hard to forget . . . our burn-
ing village, the bodies of murdered Yissana scattered
like dolls in the street. My family and friends, torn and
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killed by the raiders who took some of us and left the
rest to die. Blood and sweat and fear and hatred, chok-
ing my eyes and ears and mouth with their vileness.
Screams of raped women and gitls, of dying people, and
of children searching for and finding their parents.

My mother’s scream when they first began to beat
her, to show her what fear is and that even a Yissana
could feel it. To prove to themselves that we were not
so very ferocious and that they could conquer us. But
they could not.

After the first, there were no more screams. My
mother never lost control again. She had blocked off
the pain from her mind and retreated to a place where
they could not touch her. She slipped out of their reach
until they tormented nothing but a husk. My mother
was free from them . . . even as they slit her throat.

It was I who had lost control that day. I did not lose
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it to fear, or grief, or hatred. There was nothing in me
for them to laugh at or taunt or torment, as was their
custom. I gave them death, and it took words from their
mouths and put terror in their minds until they over-
came me. To them, a child is no threat, only property
to be lightly guarded while they have their fun. Among
the Yissana, a girl of thirteen is no longer a child.

That day, I showed them the horror of their sto-
ries and the reality of the tales. For that brief period
of time, [ became everything people claimed the Yis-
sana to be: demons, killers, butchers. I was the weapon,
as | had been taught, bringing devastation in my wake.
Seven had died at my hands, and three others were
maimed by my knife. They had brought me down af-
ter much hard fighting and many lost fingers and
hands. But their victory had been temporary, until they
had counted their dead . . .

I came back to myself with difficulty. Tears wet my
face now as well as Kven’s. The sounds of the attack
had dwindled to sobs. The memories, once again in
the front of my mind, were not easily banished . . . nor
were the emotions they evoked.

I looked over to the cell where Cassim and the man
were. There was scuffing as the man got himself back
together and grunts as he hauled himself off the floor.
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I looked away and then turned to Kven. His face was
pale and ravaged by the pain. His fists clenched and
unclenched against his thighs and he looked as if he
would break.

“I will grant your wish,” I told him quietly and stood,
stripping off my clothes until they made a small pile
on the floor. [ heard Kven’s hiss of shock when he caught
sight of my back. The scar tissue that covered it was
probably somewhere between purplish gray and the
pinkish white of healed flesh. I moved across the floor,
silent on my bare feet.

From a crack between the wall and floor I removed
one of the last two daggers that [ had hidden from the
guards and raiders. It lay dull and black in my palm,
easily concealed in the shadows.

I stared at it as it lay in my hand for several sec-
onds, then quietly mouthed the Creed of the Yissana:
I am a weapon. A weapon in my own hands. My body is
the weapon and my mind is the hand that guides it. I can-
not be touched for my mind controls my body and my body
feels only what my mind wishes it to feel. I am servant only
to myself and my race. No other has power to control me.
I serve only the Control. The Control shields me from harm.
I am myself. I am the weapon.

The door clanged shut as the man began to make
his way, still drunk, back to the guards’ room. I turned
toward the bars, baring my body to the dim light.

“Tallic!” I called. The man turned clumsily toward
me, rocking on his feet. I stepped to the edge of the
cell, allowing the light from the guard room to fall across
my slim form. “You have always wanted me . . .”

He moved three steps toward my cell before real-
izing what he was doing. By then (continued on page 33)
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The Slavehold

(continued from page 17)

it was too late. My left arm flashed through the bars
and caught the front of his jerkin, pulling him with stun-
ning force into the bars of the cell. His eyes bulged as
he recognized me, and his feet scrabbled futilely on the
floor. As poised as a dancer, I brought my right arm
gracefully up and slid the dagger easily, ever so easily,
between his ribs. He stiffened in my hand and toppled
over to the floor. The dagger fell with him, standing
out as a flag in his chest.

The guard by the door let out a shout as he saw
Tallic fall. He ran down the corridor, his whip and a
stout length of rope in his hands, and stopped dead
when he saw Tallic’s body. He looked slowly from the
knife to me, then back to the knife. He sighed as he
glanced back at me, but then, he had seen this hap-
pen before.

“Why are you doing this, Shea?” he asked. “One
of these days, they are going to decide to have you ex-
ecuted.”

[ laughed softly in the darkness.

“They are not going to kill me, Tek,” I told him.
“Whip and starve me, yes, because they know I will sur-
vive. But kill me? No. I am Yissana, and my price on
the block will far repay anything I do in these pens. You
know why I do this, Tek, and I will not let you inter-
fere.”

“Fifteen lashes, then,” he said grimly, “you have
earned from this death.” [ nodded.

“As always,” I said quietly.

The guard took a key from the brass ring at his
waist and opened the door to my cell. Ever wary of me,
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he reached in with one arm and drew me out. I smiled
at his expression. He knew as well as I did that, no
matter what his precautions, if I wanted him dead,
there would be little he could do to prevent it. He tied
my wrists together with the rope he had brought, then
hung them over the hook in the wall that divided our
cell from the next.

“One!” he cried. The whip lashed across my back
like liquid fire, cutting through the scars to the flesh
beneath. Blood welled instantly and poured hotly down
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my back. I screamed and began again to recite the
words of the Creed to protect me from this new assault.

“Two!” His words were distant now, and the lash
did not burn as it had before. I gasped, but did not stop
my recitation.

“Three!” The voice was far off. The lash was no
more than a prick at the edge of my awareness.

“Four!” The voice barely penetrated my ears. I felt
nothing more as I slid into darkness.

[ awoke later to more darkness, though this one
not of my making. I lay on my stomach with the lashes
stinging slightly beyond my mind’s reach. The cell was
warm, and I could smell my blood in the air.

“Shea?” Kven’s voice came from the darkness.

“Yes?” I lifted my head from the floor, disregarding
the pain it caused. | turned my face toward the voice.
Kven was sitting with his back against the wall, watch-
ing me.

“Why did you do it?” he asked. “I mean, your Creed
says that you do things only for yourself or your race.
Why did you change your mind, when you knew what
would happen to you?”

I lowered my head back to the floor, as images of
my village flashed briefly in my mind. The faces and
names of the raiders who had hurt my family. All of
them were dead now, and last of all came Tallic.

[ looked over at the boy who now shared my cell
and smiled.

“Revenge,” I told him.

Many months have passed now since Kven joined
me in these pens. He is learning, slowly but surely, what
it means to be one of the Yissana. [ smile as [ watch
him complete the exercises that are essential to his
training. I have taught him much, for he is a surpris-
ingly adept student, grasping at the power apparent in
the Creed as a thirsting man downs water.

There have been buyers here for the past week or
so, looking us over. From what little the guards have
let slip, we have gathered there is to be an auction
sometime soon. Rumor has it that Kven and I will be
sold as a pair and that bids have already been placed.

I smile to myself in the darkness. Neither Kven nor
[ are blind to this opportunity. Within a week we will
be free. *
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