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To my daughter Judy, who has never had awhole book dedicated to her done but has merely shared
one (because we did not then realize how many books there were going to be!), this book is belatedly
and lovingly dedicated.

WARNING

Thisisthe second extract from the memoirs of Omar the Trader of Tadesto be offered to the publicin
vernacular trandation. Certain passages herein may seem to contradict statements Omar made in thefirst
book. Those who have not read the first book will not be troubled by this. Those who have will not be
surprised.

1: TheTraveler Returns

Some harsh words had been spoken the previous summer, thefirst time | lodged at theinn. Nothing
serious, milords, just aminor misunderstanding— asmall imbaance onthedate. A trivid sum, truly!

| admit that appearances were against me. My taste for shortcuts has been misinterpreted before. When
the hour for my departure dawned— it was dightly before dawn actudly, but | am by nature an early
riser— | chose the swiftest route. | wasin ahurry, being bound that day for Gilderburg, a city many hard
leagues awvay. Moreover, | feared | might disturb the other guestsif | went clattering down the stairs.
Only when | was halfway across the vegetable patch did | redlize | had forgotten to pay my hill. The
house door would still be locked, so | resolved to leave the money on the hostler's desk in the stable.

That was the only reason | approached the stable. Why elsewould | do so?1 had no horse lodged therel

The trouble arose because the innkeeper, Fritz, motivated by unseemly greed, had rented out even his
own quartersthe previous night. He had chosen to deep in the hayloft overhead, from which he had a
clear view of my window.

The stable door gave mealittle trouble. Then it swung open, freely and quietly on well-oiled hinges. |
stooped to lift my bundle, and when | straightened up | was exceedingly surprised to discover mysdlf
facing what appeared to be a haystack.

| have often been complimented on my expertisein anima husbandry. | am well awarethat genera
practiceisto put the livestock on the ground floor and the fodder in theloft. It isatechnica matter of
getting them up ladders. Inthiscase | could not see why Mine Host Fritz might have reversed the norma
filing systlem. Then | redlized that what | was seeing in the chill predawn light was Mine Host Fritz himself.
He had no shirt on, which iswhat had confused me. When | tilted my head back, | discovered hisface,
higher up.

There can be something very unwholesome about blue eyes. Jaws of that magnitude are better |eft
unclenched.

Ingtinct warned me that there could be a misunderstanding brewing. | explained carefully, usng short
sentences and spesking distinctly.

Another problem then arose, concerning the house tariff. | do not deny that it was posted in large letters
on thetgproom wall, alist very detailed and well lit. No one could claim that the inventory of services
offered was incomplete or the scale of charges ambiguous. The Hunters Haunt was an inn of the highest
gtandards. Though small, it offered quality personal service most wel come to experienced and
sophisticated travelers such as mysdlf. Within itsrange, it was one of the finest hostels | had ever graced
with my custom, and one | fully intended to recommend heartily to the numerousfdlow wayfarers| meet



upon my travels— as| repeatedly assured the innkeeper. However, being astranger in the Grimm
Ranges, | had mistakenly assumed that his prices were posted in Nurgic dinars.

To my astonishment, Fritz informed me that Gilderburg thalers were specified at the bottom of the notice.
| explained that every time| had been looking in that direction the previous evening, Fritz himsdf had
been drawing de from the left-hand barrel, directly undernesth. The vital postscript must have been
obscured by his shoulders. True, that was a remarkable coincidence, and most men would not have
blocked my view, but Fritz was not most men— only about three of them, hammered into one.

Of course | had funds enough to cover my tab, had the amount been calculated in Nurgic dinars.
That wasthe truth of the matter, milords. Alas, the oaf choseto dishdieve me!

Do not betoo hard on him! Large as he was, Fritz was young for hisresponghbilities. Even an older,
more experienced man might have misconstrued a Situation of such manifest ambiguity. He was perhgpsa
little coarsein hislanguage. He might have used more tact in the way he disassembled my bundle,
pronouncing my spare garments to be usel ess rags and strewing them in the mire of the stable yard.
Finesseis not to be expected in the young. But he resisted overt violence, which must have been agreat
temptation for one of hissize.

Pretty much ressted it, that is. He carried me by my right ear over to some distant outbuildings, and there
presented me with amonstrous ax, morefittingly sized to histhews than mine. He indicated ten or eleven
tree trunks and where they should be stowed when cut into hearth lengths. And then he whistled up an
anima | had seen the previous day and at first assumed to be afull-grown bear. It was adog.

Its namewas Tiny, but even by Fritz's slandards that was ingppropriate. Tiny, Fritz assured me, would
keep me from leaving— ever, under any circumstances— until its master gave it the correct password to
release me. Tiny was an excellent guard dog, the innkeeper added, its only fault being the killer frenzy
that came upon it when it tasted blood.

While | mulled theimplications of that subtle innuendo, Mine Ex-Host stalked away to prepare bregkfast
for hisguests. Tiny ran atongue like ablack doormat over a picket fence of white teeth and lay down to
plan my dismemberment.

The sun rose about then, promising ahard day, or perhaps severa hard days. | began with afew lusty
blows of the ax, continuing until | judged young Fritz would be engrossed in other pursuits and hopefully
out of earshot.

| think | mentioned that | am not without knowledge in the ways of our four-legged brethren? Pausing to
catch my bresth, | edged closer to the corner of the woodshed. Tiny raised aforest of hair down the
entirelength of its back, rumbling agrowl | found strikingly reminiscent of the earthquake that threw
down thewalls of Atlambaron. Clearly the beast was expressing awarning that | should not progress any
farther. Fortunately | was already close enough for my purposes.

To be explicit about my next actions might bring a blush to senstive cheeks, so | shal wash over the
details. Sufficeit to say that | rendered said corner of the aforementioned woodshed of immediate
interest to the dog. When | had finished, Tiny rose and came across to ingpect my labors, its manner
indicating aclear belief that it might not know much about firewood, but it did know about that. Tiny
came, in short, within reach. When it turned away to initiad my signature, | stunned the brute with the back
of theax.



| missed breskfast and lost my bundle, but | sold the ax for six Gilderburg thalersin the next village, 01
came out well ahead on the exchange.

That, as| said earlier, had been in the summer. Now winter was setting in.

| had come to the VVolkdander in search of the ending of acertain story and had failed to find it. The
experienced collector of taleslearnsto accept disgppointment and will not let it discourage him.
Somewhere, someday, | would pick up thetrail again— in bazaar gossip, achance remark upon the
highway, atae heard in an dehouse, or perchance alegend recounted in amonastery. Meanwhile,
warmer climes called me, for my way of life can be arduousin cold westher.

Three possible routes south were available. | could take ship, athough the season waslate. | might seek
out a caravan following the amber road and accompany it asfar asthe sdt rivers, but the wild children of
the steppes were being gruesome again. All in al, it seemed safest and easiest just to venture arecrossing
of the Grimm Ranges. The way is strenuous, but extremely scenic.

My sojourn in the northern marches had not been entirely fruitless. My repertoire of stories had been well
rewarded. | left Luzfraul on asunny, frosty morning, mounted on asprightly bay mare, journeying inthe
company of aconvivia band of merchants bound for the misty valeys of the Windands. Our
conversation sparkled like the ice crystals on the grass of the verge while we climbed through the
foothills. I gathered sometrivid talesfor my collection, granting othersin return, asis my wont.

We lunched well, seated on the bank of ajoyous cataract, resting our mounts and making the cragsring
with our laughter. The peaks above uswore their winter finery, white and purein the sunlight. Scenery
can be overdone, of course.

By afternoon the sky was taking on amenacing leaden hue, an unfriendly wind was tugging a our cloaks,
and we had entered into the forest's dark domain. We passed few habitations, only the lonely cottages of
woodsmen or charcod-burners. We debated stopping and taking shelter a one of these, but rasher
counsdls prevailed. We decided to push on in the hope of crossing the pass before the weather turned on
us— or turned at dl, because nothing is more fickle than mountain wesather.

Alas, it was not the eements that brought disaster upon usl We were set upon by one of the many bands
of brigands that too often haunt such wild places. They were ragged, hairy, and ferocious— desperate,
ruthless men who would have been more than amatch for my genteel companions even had we not been
outnumbered, which we were, hugely.

Although | am not without skill at swordplay, | was without sword that day. In any case, | have dways
preferred subtle stratagem to bludgeon brutality. Ambush may succeed where mere impetuous resistance
will not. Asmy horsereared in terror, | reached up and caught hold of an oak branch fortuitoudy
overhanging the road. | hauled mysdf up, drew my dagger, and waited to drop on the first marauder who
camewithin my range.

| did not expect to escape attention for long, because the trees were bare of leaves. But | did.

| watched in silent horror as my companions were odiousy murdered, their goods sequestered, their
corpses stripped. Soon it wastoo late for me to achieve anything other than gallant suicide. In short order
the outlaws drove off the baggage train, leaving only naked bodies behind.

Now | wasin adifficult Stuation. The brigands had headed south, deeper into the ranges. They would go
no faster than [, for many of them were still on foot. | had no desire to catch up with them to explain that



they had overlooked mein their massacre.

My only logica course of action wasto retrace my steps northward in the hope of finding one of those
woodcutters cottages. Already the firgt flakes of awinter storm danced amid the boughs.

Having waited awhile to make sure the desperadoes would not return, | scrambled cautioudy to the
ground, said asad farewell to my erstwhile friends— together with aheartfelt apology that | lacked the
means to grant them decent burial— and set off aone through the forest, whistling to keep up my spirits.

There are numeroustales of trolls and evil spirits preying on wayfarersin the Grimm Ranges. | have never
gpoken with a man who had met any himself, although that does not prove that the Storiesarefase. |
encountered none that evening. What | did meet was amountain blizzard, the likes of which havekilled
moretravelersthan dl thetrolls ever spawned. In pitch darkness, flying snow is not white, it isblack. It
ingnuatesinto every crevice of aman's clothing, it weighs down his cloak and shoulders, soaks hisskin,
fills hisboots; trickles, freezes, and blinds. | should certainly have wandered off the road had it not been
flanked by dense woods. | followed the path by bumping into trees.

But where were the cottages? Gradually | was forced to conclude that either | had staggered right by
them without noticing, or ese | had lost my way. Severa routes lead up to the pass, and | might easily
have taken awrong fork. | had no guarantee that there would be any shelter at dl on this road.

The night grew colder, the wind stronger, the drifts deeper. | never plague the gods with prayer, since
omnipotence requires no advice, but that night | fully expected to greet them in person. | reached the last
stage of endurance, the stage of promising mysdlf arest after fifty more paces and then fifty more,
knowing that if | ever stopped, | should never rise again.

Suddenly, to my greet relief and astonishment, alight blazed up ahead of me. A moment later it shrank

and vanished, but | was not discouraged, knowing that a shutter blown open in the wind would not be

alowed to remain open for long. What mattered was that there was a dwelling within reach, and it was
inhabited. Surely no one would refuse hospitaity to an honest traveler on anight like that?

| plowed through wai st-deep drifts, guided eventualy by chinks of light. I ssumbled at last to the door and
fell againg the handle. The latch lifted. The door flew open and | throughiit. | reeled into a crowded
room, accompanied by ahurricane of wind and blowing snow. Thus, not exactly unobtrusively, | returned
to the Hunters Haunt inn.

2: A Challenge Accepted
Asinnsgo, milords, the Hunters Haunt is not large. Being the only habitation of any sort for many

leagues dong the Gilderburg route, it rardy lacksfor custom. Curioudy, the fickle weether ismoreitsaly
than itsenemy. In winter, wayfarers may be forced to remain in resdence for days at a stretch.

The previous owners had died less than two years before, of pestilence— a professiona hazard for those
who associate with travelers. The business was now owned and run by their two children. Fritz | have
aready mentioned. He may best be described as an ill-tempered blond brute of unnecessary size.

Hissgter, though— amost do wordsfail me! Few women have ever bewitched me as Frieda had, upon
our very brief acquaintance the previous summer.....

| hear you sigh, miladies? Y ou roll your eyes a my masculine ways? Ah, but hear me out.



Y es, of course Frieda had youth and beauty. One word from her would turn men's heads, and two their
wits. She was as blond as her brother, tall for awoman, astal as|. Her golden hair hung in two long
braids. Her eyes were shining fragments of summer sky, her cheeks ripe peaches, her lips promises of
Paradise. She was dim and light on her feet, and athough her heavy homespun country dresses and
voluminous gprons fought hard to hide dl evidence of the figure they concealed, no man would doubt that
benegath them further excellence would match the perfection of her face.

| will admit before you ask that she was accomplished in feminine skills— the house was sveet-scented
and clean, the fare mouthwatering. A few weeks of her cooking would have induced obesity in grass
snakes.

| do not deny that men too often judge women by such trivia, but | insist that in this case they were
merely seasoning. Believe me, miladies, in my life upon the road | have met beauties by the thousand and
good cooks by the hundred. One or two who were both, even. It was neither her physical charms nor
her rabbit Wellington that endeared her to me, truly!

Friedawas not merdly attractive and accomplished, she was aso awit. Thereisarare combination
indeed, in woman or man. How many humorists do you know who aretruly likable?

She could return jest for jest, quote for quote, pun for pun, quip for banter, and the melody of her
laughter lingered long in the memory. That first evening she bested mein barroom jocularity, greetly
delighting the other guests and much surprising me. Y es, it does happen, milords, but rarely without my
connivance. In Friedas case | did not submit; | was outclassed. Nay, | was conquered! Alas, my
flirtation wasits own reward. | am certain no other man in the tavern fared better.

Mayhap | came closer than mogt did, for Fritz's evident animosity toward me waxed steadily stronger
throughout the evening, long before the next morning's misunderstanding about Nurgic dinars. When
Frieda cameto St beside me on the bench, the knuckles of his gargoyle fists whitened like hens eggs.
Unlike hissigter, Fritz had no sense of humor at al. He consstently failed to appreciate my effortsto
include him in the conversation, dthough everyone dse did.

Thismay be an opportune moment, milords, to describe the taproom of theinn, for it feetureslargely in
the course of my narrative.

It occupies most of the ground floor. Visualize, if you will, four sturdy walls of fieldstone, their thickness
exposed in the deep embrasures of the windows— dl of which were then firmly shuttered, of course.
Thefront door is of ancient, massive oak, studded with nails. An open plank stairway against the
oppositewall leads up to four poky guest chambers, and the owners attics above them. A thirdwall is
largely occupied by agreat stonefireplace, and the fourth contains the way through to the kitchen,
partialy blocked off by abar counter of solid timbers.

At thetime of which | speak, three hogsheads of beer stood in back of the counter, only the middle one
being truly potable. Shelves over the barrels were laden with the coarse brown pottery of the region:
cups, dishes, steins. Alongside those hung the tariff board | have aready mentioned. Its stylish black
letters had doubtless been painted by some wandering scribe in years gone by, in return for anight's
lodging, or perhapsjust adab of venison and aflagon of de.

The decor was smple. Heads of ek, mule deer, and mountain sheep mounted on the wallstegtified to the
inn's hunting clientele. A battle-ax and two-handed sword hung on the chimney were somewhat less
explicable. Below them, amantelshelf held bric-a-brac: a battered military helmet of antique design, a
nodule of rock crystal, asmall brass vase, afew clay figurines, an hourglass, a hand-carved music box.



Tasteful oil paintings and € egant scul ptures were absent.

Dry fern fronds covered the flags of the floor. The high beams were smoke-stained, and the communal
board table in the center of the room was shiny black with the grease of generations. By day, two long
benchesflanked it and two high chairs stood by the hearth. That bitter night the benches had been pulled
closeto thefire, also. The copper ewer on the hob emitted tantalizing odors of yeast and spices. The
evening mea had been tidied away, the spit and its succulent burden removed, athough a scent of roast
mest il hung inthe smoky air. A single lantern swayed over the counter, but the roaring pine-log fire
provided morelight.

The occupants clustered near the heat while their shadows danced in the cold corners. Storm winds
wailed in the eaves and rippled the ferns on the floor. The atmosphere was creepy; yet on such anight,
deep in the heart of the unfriendly ranges, this was a very welcome haven.

More! A haven not merely welcome but necessary, for Death waited outside in the forest.
The absence of adog was ominous.

As might be expected, my dramatic entrance provoked consternation. | was lifted bodily and borneto
thefireplace. Once it had been established that | had no companions left in adversity outside, the door
was forced closed and latched again. In ababble of sympathetic chatter, my snow-laden cloak and hat
were hauled off, my jerkin and singlet and boots, also. Stripped down to my shift and trews, | was
quickly enveloped in arough blanket.

| caught a glimpse of the person doing the enveloping and yanked a corner over my head. | was not
quick enough. Her limpid blue eyes widened as she recognized me.

"Idiot!" she whispered.

| have known more affectionate greetings, but in this case the word was awarning and therefore
probably well intended. | hunched down to warm myself before the blaze, and the company resumed its
places around me, al jabbering at once.

"Innkeeper!" The voice was made, hearty and boisterous. " Surely your new guest will welcome agtein of
mulled de?' | thought | knew the speaker, but | did not look up.

"Heisno guest of mine!" replied avoice | had no trouble identifying. "And | prefer not to have my
blanket soiled.”

My cover was yanked away, leaving me crouching in wet undergarmentsin the brightest part of the
room. My eyes streamed as warmth began to penetrate my hands and feet and face. | shivered with such
intengity that | could barely twist my head around to squint up at the bardy-haired giant.

"Ho!" the first voice boomed. Do you not redize that your tavern is honored to shelter the renowned
Omar, the celebrated trader of tales?’

| knew him then, amerchant | had met more than once upon the road. His name escaped mefor the
moment— and when | did hear it, it was not the name | had known him by before. Indeed, severa of the
persons present in the Hunters Haunt that night were aready known to me, and not al of them by the
names or stations they were then professing.



"The celebrated thief," young Fritz replied. "He isafred oader. Hetried to stedl ahorse. Hekilled my
dog. He gains no shelter here, my lord."

Voicesrosein protest and were drowned out by the merchant's booming laughter. *Hold! Curb your
impatience, mine host, while we clarify the lega aspects of the matter. To drive out a supplicant upon
such anight asthisisto send him to hisdeath.”

"My pillow will remain dry,”" the young mongter retorted.

| confess that discomfort made metesty. "Boy," | snapped. "I notice that your attempts at amustache
remain largely theoretical, but if you continue to grow at your present rate until you reach manhood, then
you will haveto acquire akennel with greater headroom.”

Fritz growled and reached down with hands like plowshares, intent on evicting me from the premises.

"Hold, | say!" the merchant roared. "There need be no haste, for we are dl confined here until morning at
the earliest— with the possible exception of Omar, that is. State your grievance, innkeeper."

The giant released me and straightened. "Theft, my lord! He departed without paying his reckoning. He
golemy ax. Hekilled my dog.”

"Specifics?' the merchant said, hefting afoaming tankard. "What is the exact amount he owes you?'
"Fifteen thaers™

"Tweve," Friedasaid in the background.

"Plusthreefor theax!" her brother roared.

"Twelve?' the merchant repeated. "Why, he must have treated the entire house, dl evening long!™
"Hedid," Fritzsaid grimly.

That was avile exaggeration! Three or four rounds, no more.

The merchant beamed. He was a corpulent man of middle years, swathed in soft furs and shiny leathers.
He glittered: tings on hisfingers, jewe ed buckles on his boots, and agold chain looped across his breast.
Hisface glowed red in thefirdlight, lit from within by good food and much ale. The fact that he occupied
one of the two chairs by the fire showed that he outranked or outriched the rest of the company. Even
the pouches under his eyes might be stuffed with gold. He was the sort of man who enjoyed life hugely,
especidly if the enjoyment did not come at his own expense.

"But perchance he has returned tonight repentant, intending to settle his debt? If he does so, and paysin
advance for whatever else he now requires— plusasmall compensation for insult, perchance— then you
can hardly refuse to accept, can you?'

"I can, dr! We have no empty rooms and the table is cleared. In any case, this vagrant hasno gold.”

A few voicestwittered in darm. The storm wailed angrily in the eaves and chimney. Door and shutters
rattled.



"Wdl, Omar?'

| sghed and went back to studying the glowing logsin thefire. That morning | had left Luzfraul with five
or six thalers concealed in my saddlebags. | ill had afew coppersin my pocket. The robbers had taken
everything dse. | did not think my sad story would influence the innkeeper even if he believed it, which he
wouldntt.

"The entire business was an unfortunate misunderstanding,” | said.

The background chorus murmured disapprova.

The merchant chortled, almost choking on hismirth, asif thiswere no more than he had expected. "Wdll
then, that cloak? With asable collar! Those boots, the dagger, the hat... not everyone's choice of style,

perhaps, but good tuff nevertheless. | should say theat fifteen thalers might be afair estimate of their
worth. Take those, mine hogt, and call the former matter settled.”

"Itisagood cloak," Friedasvoice sad.

"Stolen, doubtless. Who would want such ahat?"

"Y ou would turn himout in hisshirt?' a scanddized fema e voice demanded. "On such anight?’

Right on cue, the wind rattled the door again and blew smoke from the fireplace.

"Ah!" the merchant said. "The future has yet to be debated, my lady. We are il trying to settle the past.”

| have talked mysdlf out of tight spotsin the past. Tonight | should need to talk mysdlf into one, and |
was gtill too muddied by the aftereffects of the cold to concentrate my mind.

"Theaffair of the dog isamatter of blood!" Fritz proclaimed.

Hewas sl standing directly behind me. | mused on the possibility of grabbing hisbelt and tipping him
over my head into the fireplace. | have known warriors who could have donethat. | did not think | could,
though. He would probably crush me. Even if | succeeded in bouncing his skull on the hearth, 1 would
just make him cross.

"Wergild?' the merchant mused. "It istimefor alegd ruling on this matter. Advocate?'

Everyone turned to peer at someone on one of the benches. | twisted around also and observed amousy
man in aclerk's black robe and biretta. As he was about asfar from the fire asit was possble to be, he
obvioudy lacked status. His complexion was sdlow, but little of it was visble within his collar, which he
had turned up againgt the chill.

He squesked. "Oh, | am not qudified—"
"Y ou are more qudified than anyone e se present,” the merchant boomed, hisfat hands clasped on his
paunch. "1 am sure you can cite some legal precept on the topic. Now, how can Omar settle the matter

of the dog?"

"Wergildishardly... Although | do believe that dogs have been classed as companionsin some
instances." The notary chewed hislip for amoment, wrung his hands, screwed up his eyes and then



muttered, "'l recall a precedent where the plaintiff attested that the defendant had maicioudy and with
prejudice—"

"God of my fathers preserve me! Spring will be here before we know it. How much for the dog?*
"If memory serves me, the total judgment in that instance came to thirty thaers, being comprised of—"

"Making atotd of forty-five," the merchant said with satisfaction. "And let us assume another five for
tonight's board and room. Friend Omar, we judge that you need to tender fifty thalersto our host, or he
will be entitled to confiscate your outer garments and toss you out in the storm in your present appardl.
How do you plan to settle the bill ?*

He handed up his empty stein to the landlord, who hastened off to refill it. | was relieved not to have him
looming at my back, for | had been half expecting a boot in the kidneys. The merchant leaned back and
beamed at me, ruddier than ever, wiggling thick black eyebrowslike sgnd flags.

My own face felt hot from the fire, and my thighs were steaming. | turned around to warm my back. Still
on my knees, | surveyed the congregation. As| said, severd of the faceswere familiar to me, but few of
the namesthat later emerged. For smplicity, therefore, shdl list the spectators by the stations they
professed that night.

The portly merchant occupied the chair to the left of the fireplace. On the bench at his side sat astriking
young lady who claimed to be hiswife. Her gpparel was amogt asrich as his. agreen satin gown, hat and
cloak of ermine, assorted jewels and precious metal. When | had last seen her she had been dancingon a
table— wearing earrings, only earrings and nothing but earrings. As she was so obvioudy talented at
playing diverseroles, | shal refer to her here asthe actress.

She wastrying to keep her distance from her other neighbor, a hunched, miserable, undernourished
young man in threadbare doublet and hose. His hair was lank, his express on woebegone, and hisnose a
boiling furnace. Every few minutes he would wipeit on his deeve. He sneezed repeatedly. | knew him for
asecond-rate mingtrel, but | obvioudy need not worry about him singing tonight.

The end position on that bench was occupied by the majestic Frieda, staying well back from thefireasa
good hostess should. Recalling our innocent flirtation and merrymaking on my previousvist, | wondered
if shewould stand up for me against her brother. It seemed unlikely, unless she was a dog-hater.

On the other 9de, the fireside chair was occupied by an elderly dowager, dmost invisbleinsdea
full-length cloak of lush sable and an eaborate hat that descended in foldsto her collar, mercifully
concedling her hair and neck. Her hands were tucked away in amatching muff. Hideous patches of rouge
on her cheekbones merdly drew attention to their angularity and the crumpled parchment of her face,

speckled with age spots.

Next to her sat atall, spare man. Observing the scuff marks of chain mail on his brown leather jerkin and
the way hisslver hair was cut short for comfort below ahelmet, | deduced him to be asoldier. Besides,
he wore a broadsword. He had the eyes of ahungry eagle. Whether he was traveling done or wasthe
dowager's escort | could not immediately determine. He was past his prime, but still aman to be taken
serioudy.

At hissde sat ayounger woman, whose coat was of faded cloth, too light for the climate. Her face was
hidden from me by her bonnet. Her downcast gaze and smpl e attire suggested that she wasthe
dowager's maidservant. The moth-eaten clerk was next to her.



So there was the court assembled: merchant, actress, minstrel, Frieda on one sde; dowager, soldier,
maid, and notary on the other.

Giant-boy Fritz returned, squeezing through between the benchesto deliver the merchant's stein. Then he
stood back a pace, looking huge in the firdlight and glowering at me. My mouth watered at the thought of
adraft of ae, or even some food, but | was not about to beg.

Not openly, anyway.

"My honorablefriend," | saild— meaning the merchant, although my sarcasm might not have been
gppreciated by dl my listeners— "has been quick to judge a case on the basis of inadequate information.
Asl tried to explain, my disagreement with our host was due to a misunderstanding. The true facts must
be determined by a proper tribuna of law. Until such time asthat can be arranged, the universa dictates
of hospitality and the edicts of the gods require that a benighted wayfarer be granted shelter from the
storm. | shall be quite content with a place by thefire and the chanceto roll up in my cloak, onceit has
had a chance to dry. Of course, acrust or two of bread and—"

"Out!" Fritz roared, who was standing in the background with hisarmsfolded like tree trunks felled by a
hurricane. Y ou may roll up on the doorstep if you wish. | have taken precautions to improve the locks
on the stable and sheds.”

"One admires aman who knows what he wants," the merchant observed, complacently wiping foam
from hisfat lips.

"Surely on such anight thiswould be murder?' the dowager rasped.

"It would indeed, milady,” | agreed, smiling gratefully at her. "And | fear you would dl share complicity in
the misdeed.”

"Would we, though?' the soldier sharply asked, speaking for the first time. "What lord would judge us?
Inwhose domain isthisinn located, innkeeper?’ Trust asoldier to worry about such trivial "To whom do
you pay your taxes?"

"Taxes, Captan?’ Fritzseyeswidened in dishdlief. " Taxes?" Being the only one on hisfeet, he
dominated the group like abull in achicken run.

Thelegther of the old campaigner's face wrinkled in something resembling asmile. "Then who givesyou
protection?"

Fritz raised afist like astonemason's md let.
"Long may youtrust it, lad,” the soldier muttered. "Notary? Whaose writ runsin thisland?'

The clerk twitched nervoudy. "An excedllent question, Captain! The free city of Gilderburg doesnot clam
jurisdiction thisfar into the Ranges, and | doubt that the cantons to the south do.”

"No-man's-land, then?"

"I do believethat the principle of terra nullius would apply, yes."



"If nolord rules," the merchant murmured, "then we oursaves must be the law?"
The clerk mumbled, unwilling to commit himsalf aloud to such an outrageous idea, but then he nodded.

"Out, scum!™ Fritz said. Y et he made no move from his place at the back of the group. He was enjoying
the charade— and he was certainly not aonein that.

"Thedtuationistragic,” the merchant proclamed. "Has no one any helpful suggestions?”'
The actressfrowned at me, creasing her pretty brow. She probably remembered our previous meeting.
Shewas certainly not going to mention it, and she would not prejudice whatever influence she had on her

paramour by pleading my case.

"Well," the soldier mused, "1 do fed that thirty thalers seems excessive for amere hound. With respect,
innkeeper, asilver crown would replace the beast.”

"| was exceedingly fond of the dog, Captain,” Fritz said narrowly.

"Oh, | daresay! | havefdt affection for animals mysdlf. But if it isyour fedings that are wounded, rather
than your money pouch, then how can gold compensate you?"

"What are you suggesting, Sir?" A snister gleam lit the pale eyes; hislip curled menacingly.

"Wereit me" the old warrior said reflectively, "1 should rather seek satisfaction with ahorsewhip. The
exercisewould assuage my grief better than money would.”

"Oh, an excdlent suggestion!™ the merchant said heartily. "Do you not agree, Goodman Fritz?"
"Theideahas merit, Y our Honor. Y ou think, then, that | should flog him before | throw him out?"

"| strongly recommend you proceed in that order. See, Omar, how your Situation improves? We are now
down to amere twenty thalers.”

"Nay!" Fritz wasleering again. Y ou added five for tonight'slodging, and heis not going to get that. So
just the origind fifteen. Settle now, thief, and then leave.”

"Judt fifteen!" the merchant marveled. "Such atrivid amount. Why, my darling frittersthat much away ina
morning's shopping! Don't you, dear?"

The actress ssmpered. "Y ou are so generous to me, my love." She leaned over to cuddlie him and place a
kiss.

My back was well roasted now, but | feared to move farther from thefire, lest once | began I might find
mysdf continuing indefinitely. The howling of the sorm was even louder than before. The entire building
seemed to tremble benesath it, the shadows around the walls gibbered at me. | needed abrilliant
preserving ingpiration, but my normally quick wits remained stubbornly torpid.

"And we agreed that fifteen was the value of his cloak and boots," the merchant mused. " So our host can
go fetch hishorsewhip directly to settle the remaining matter of the dog. .. Have | overlooked anything,
Trader of Taes?'



"Entertainment,” | suggested. "1 normally expect compensation when | regale anoble company, and you
have certainly been enjoying yoursdlf a my expense."

His eyes seemed to darken. He pursed histhick lips like dabs of raw steak. "Indeed. Perhaps the price
of agtein of de before you depart would he only fair.”

"I have asuggestion,” the dowager announced in her croaky voice. Everyone looked respectfully in her
direction.

"My lady?' the soldier murmured.

"Is not this Omar reputed to be the finest storyteller in the world?”
"Others have made that claim, malam,” | said hurriedly, "but never I."
The eyes peering a mewere like amber in milk. "Do you deny it?"

"I cannot venture an opinion!" | shifted to ease my back farther from the heet. "1 cannot listen to mysdlf
narrate in theway | can others. | have no basisfor comparison.”

"Surely audience reaction provides such acomparison? But no matter. | shall certainly not venture up
those stairsto an ice-cellar bedroom while this storm lasts. | shal remain herel | expect many of usfed
that way."

"Indeed!" the merchant said thoughtfully, but his hand did to his companion'sthigh. "I supposethisisthe
warmest place. Y ou propose that Omar be alowed to spin us one of hisyarns, milady?"

She chuckled, anoise like snakesmoving in dry leaves. "'l propose acontest! After dl, we have another
professond here with usthisevening." The crone pulled abundle of bony fingers from her muff and
amed onea themingre.

Heflinched. "1 amin no condition to sing for you tonight, my lady, much asl..." Hedoubled over ina
massive sneeze.

"No, we do not expect you to sing, troubadour. But if | permit our host to add a stein of mulled deto my
account, could you manageto tell usastory, do you think?"

He brightened grestly. "Mogt kind of you, maam!™

She smiled, covering her paucity of teeth with the same shriveled hand. " And then Omar can try to top
your tale! Therest of usshal bejudges.”

The old hag knew how to brandish rank and authority; no one was going to oppose her very serioudly. |
decided that perhaps she was not quite as poisonous as she looked. My life expectancy had just
increased by ahalf hour or more.

"Thisisamogt promising proposition, maam,” the soldier said. "But the night isyoung yet. Why do we
not extend the contet?'

She eyed him suspicioudy. "What have you in mind, Captain?' | decided that they were acquainted and
thushe must bein her hire. | had trouble visuadizing awoman of her antiquity on horseback; of the men



present, only he could be her coachman.

"Subject to our host's agreement, maam, | suggest thet al seven of ustell astory. After each one, the
Omar man will be required to better it. We shal vote on each pair.”

"Ah! Spoken likeadrategist! And if hefails?'

"As soon as hefails, then the contest isover. The rest of us can repair to bed, leaving our host freeto
work out his grief over the dead dog and thereafter evict Omar from the house, asishisright.”

The dowager nodded gracioudly. "Isthat agreeable to you, innkeeper?'

Only in the crocodile swvamps of Darkest Arinbahave | ever seen agrin to match the one the big lummox
now wore as he thought of al the food and drink he was going to sell that night. "Whether he leaves now
or at dawn will matter little, malam. These storms often last for days. Aslong asit is agreed that he must
leave™

"And you accept these terms, Omar?' asked the soldier.

| could not read the messagein hiseye, if there was one.

"Certainly not," | said.

The shutters wailed. Nine frowns|looked down at me.

Ah, theimpetuosty of youth! Fritz wasthefirst to speak. "1 think | will dispense with the horsawhip,
Captain. Bare hands would be morefitting. | am always reminded of poor Tiny when | hear the crunch of
breaking bones." The oaf had no native humor at al; hewasjust playing up to his betters.

"Y our choice, lad. Omar, have you a counterproposal ?'

| was unworried by the progpect of seven story duels, but | could think of severa improvementsto the
rules, the most obvious being that | should be alowed to depart safdly and with awhole skinif |
succeeded in besting Al of my opponents. However, this happy ending would require that Fritz abandon
his blood feud, which meant someone would have to buy him off. Only the merchant and the dowager
had that kind of wedlth, and neither seemed likely to make such acommitment.

But the festival surely could be spun out till dawn, and who knew what the gods might send with anew
day?

"I have no quarrel with the contest,” | said, "but my journey was hard. | am hungry and thirsty. More
important, | am inadequately dressed. To expect meto tell aconvincing talein my present costumeis
manifestly aosurd.”

"Beggars cannot be choosers," Fritz said.

"And honest men do not gloat!" Frieda declaimed, jJumping up at hisside.

Heturned to look at her, first in astonishment and then with aflush of anger. She gave him no chanceto
speak, wagging afinger under his nose. Big woman though she was, she seemed smdl dongside him.



"Y ou have very little cause to strut, brother! Y ou were the one who set your dog to guard a man and
then armed the man with an ax! | suppose you think it was your clevernessthat brought him back here
and threw him on your mercy? | say it wasthe gods justice. And | say that | will not see aman exhibited
undressed. Thisisadecent house. Y ou go straightaway upstairs and fetch some clothes for him!™

| had an ally. Indeed, | probably had at least two, for the old soldier had contrived to postpone my
execution by severa hours.

Fritz began aprotest, but his sister planted both hands on his chest and pushed. She could not have
moved him an inch had he put up any serious resstance, but he let himsdlf be urged in the direction of the
gair. With an angry growl, he went thumping up the steps.

Friedaran around the counter, snatching the lantern from its hook as she went by and disappearing into
thekitchen.

From my lowly place on thefloor, | surveyed the audience. The dowager was inscrutable, the soldier
quietly amused, thelittle lady's maid shocked, the mousy notary disapproving. The stringy minstrel had
agpparently failed to notice the byplay, lost in thought as he worried over the story hewould tell. The
actressflickered meahint of awink and the merchant raised hiswoolly caterpillar eyebrowsin cynica
admiration.

Friedawasthefirst to return. She came bustling over to me, bearing awooden platter loaded with white
cheese, yellow buitter, fat onions, and two thick dabs of her own rye bread, which | remembered well
from my previousvisit. | sprang up. | did not accept the offering, although my mouth ached at the sight of
it.

"The godswill repay your kindness, friend,” | said, "but I cannot. Nor will | risk being the cause of
dissensonin thishouse™

"Why this sudden repentance? Here— est fast!”

But aready heavy steps overhead announced that Fritz had begun descending the ladder from the attic. |
glanced meaningfully at the dowager. "Her ladyship proposed this encounter and undertook to fortify her
champion in advance... were she dso to accept respongbility for thiswonderful gesture of yours, so that
| might enter the lists smilarly prepared, then trouble could be averted.”

The old harridan glowered at me. Fritz'slegs were coming into view on the stairs before she nodded
agreemen.

He reacted with abull roar of rage when he saw my repast, but was cut short by explanations. He
scowled at hissster to show he could guesswhoseideait had been. He went off to amend the
dowager'shill.

| donned the serviceabl e trousers and padded doubl et he had brought. Of course they were grotesquely
large for me, but the pant legs covered my toes and would keep my feet warm— | could see no chance
of having to run anywhere that evening. | turned back the deevesin cuffsthat reached dmost to my
elbows. | was cumbersome as aturtle, my face disappearing into my collar whenever | tried to sup.

What matter? Aromatic mulled de was distributed from the jug on the hob, and severd of the others
choseto refill their tankards at the same time, which somewhat restored our host'stemper. | found a
place on the bench next the notary, and proceeded to enjoy my medl as| have rarely enjoyed anything.



Friedaresumed her previous place opposite, with Fritz squeezing in beside her. This meant that the two
of uswere unpleasantly close, our knees dmost touching across the gap, but he seemed able to contain
hisdesrefor violence. Vengeance isaways Sweetest in anticipation.

At last we were dl ready and naught could be heard but the banshee wailing of the storm and possibly
my immodest crunching of onions

"Y ou may begin, mingrel," the dowager said gracioudy. "And begin by introducing yoursdlf, so we know
who you are.”

The minsgtrel sneezed four timesin quick succession and dragged adimy deeve across hisnose. "My
lady," hesaid in apainful croak, "my nameis Gwill, son of the Gwill who was troubadour to the Count of
Lala My father, may the gods cherish his soul, gpprenticed me to Rolfo, amingrd of renowninthe
Winelands. My master treated me with kindness and schooled mein his craft according to the oath he
had sworn my father. He trained me to perform upon the lute and cithern, taught me diverse lays,
romances, and ballads. At hisbehest, | was accepted into the troubadours guild in Faima. Storytdlling is
not my usua—"

"What are you doing in the northern marches?" the crone demanded sharply. From the way she was
peering, | redlized that her eyesight must be poor. In that light, she would be amost blind.

Theyouth'sface twisted in awry smile. "l ventured to the VVolkdander in the hope of taking service with
some noblelord.”

"And why didn't you?"

"Alas, maam, | was not quite so ready for the big, wide world as | had hoped. The day | reached the
free city of Gilderburg, when | was gill walking around with my head back, marveling at the fine
buildings, | was hailed by an elderly lady. She was bent over on her staff and heavy laden with abundle.
Shetimoroudy asked if | would be so kind asto carry it upstairsfor her.

"In the Winelands, young men are expected to extend such courtesiesto the elderly, and indeed to al the
gentler sex. | shouldered her load gladly and proceeded into the dark aley she indicated. | took about
three steps before | awoke lying in the filth with alump on my head. My assallants had taken my lute,
which was most precious to me, having been my father's, and had stripped me of al my money and even
my garments, except thefew | had |eft behind at my lodgings. There was no sign of the old woman. |
have heard it suggested that her disgppearance shows she was one of the gang, and | had fdleninto a
trap, athough even now | find that hard to believe.

"All my subsequent efforts have failed to recoup my fortunes. Discouraged, and loath to face the winter in
these colder climes, | am making my way home again to the Windands.”

He paused, but no one commented.
"If it please you, | shdl tel you now the Tae of the Land of Many Gods."

| amost choked on my feast in my efforts not to laugh. He could hardly have made a poorer choice. | did
not then realize what had moved him to choose that story, nor whereit would lead me that night.

3: TheMinstrel'sTale



Gentlelords, fair ladies, may my tale please you. Tonight you have requested a story of me and your
whims are my command, but her ladyship did not specify whether my narrative be sad or merry, frivolous
or edifying, romantic or bloody. Having regard to my own plaintive hedth, the inclement disposition of the
elements, and the pending sad demise of one of our number, | am moved to relate atragedy.

Musicistheked of my craft, yet tonight | must strive to move you without itsaid. My voice must walk,
not dance. Bear with me, | pray you, as| seek in sumbling fashion to follow the footsteps of a great
tale-teller of yore. His name, curioudly, was the same as that of one of our present company. Omar, he
was cdled, or Homer in other diaects. The nameis common enough, and it may well be that sundry
poets and narrators have borne it through the ages, in many lands, among many peoples.

The particular Omar of whom | speak was renowned as court storyteller for acertain king of Hilgamthar,
aland far to the east, and served him well in that capacity for long years.

It issaid that one day, when this Omar was very old and near to death, a certain princess, a
granddaughter of the king, cameto him as he sat in agarden. With vestments of snowy slk floating about
her, with golden tresses shining around her head, sheflitted through the trees like a butterfly borne on the
summer wind. She was young and beautiful and merry, and her retinue of maidens trooping behind her in
asparkle of rainbow hueswere young and merry as hersalf and many nigh as beautiful.

Omar was seated on alow wall by apool of golden carp, under the shade of awillow, inthelate
afternoon. His beard was white, his countenance sad, and he spoke no word of greeting to the princess,
but merely continued to study the play of sunlight on the scales of the fish in the deep waters.

"Omar!" theroya maid said. "We are bored. We wish you to tell usastory.” So saying, she sat down
eagerly, cross-legged upon the grass, and dl her retinue sat down around her, whispering excitedly at the
prospect of hearing atale from the grest teller.

Omar 9ghed. "Highness! If you are bored in your youth and the clear light of summer, then how ever will
you bear life when you are aged, when the wind is cold and frost blights the bloom? Come not to an old
man for tales of what may have been, Princess, but go straightly and enjoy life asit should be—
immediate and passionate and precious. Seek out joy and love and merriment, and do not trouble one
who can barely remember those." So saying, he returned to contemplation of the golden fish.

"Omar!" the princess retorted, in avoice she had learned from her mother. ™Y ou flaunt aroya command!
Tel usatde, awondroustae. Tell usataethat you have never told before.”

Again the old man sighed. "Thereisonly onetaethat | have never told, sweet princess, and itisonel
never wishtotel."

Alas! Now the princess and al her maidens became most exceeding eager to hear the untold tale of
Omar, chiding him for letting himsdlf grow so old with yet atde untold, lest it should belost forever upon
his death. With much importuning, with tears and tantrums and teasing, they at last persuaded the bard to
tell them the story. Having extracted their promise that they would then depart and trouble him no more,
he began, and he told them the Tale of the Land of Many Gods.

Far away to the west and long ago lay the Land of Seven Cities. It was known also as the Land Between
the Sess, or the Smiling Land, or the Land of Many Gods. Warm oceans washed its shores to east and
west. Densejungle flanked it on the south and stark white ranges on the north. Three grest cities stood
aong thewestern coast of the land: Kylam, Jombina, and Lambor. Threelined the east: Damvin, lImairg,
and Myto. There was dso Uthom in the Middle.



The people of the land were a cheerful and industrious folk, much given to music, dancing, and argument.
Their women were skilled at spinning and dyeing and weaving, but spurned tailoring. Both sexes
delighted in draping their bodies and limbsin sashes of contrasting hues and patterns. The resulting motley
might be as demure or immodest as the wearer chose, and could be swiftly shifted from one to the other
as circumstances required.

Rich and poor, men and women, town and country, the people of the land were renowned for their
stubborn sef-reliance.

The sons of citieswere doughty sailors, trading to far countries. The sea, they said, made men hardy and
tenacious.

The peasants drew obgtinacy from the land itsdlf. It was everywhere hilly. Villages of red-tiled,
white-walled cottages nestled within little valleys among orchards and olive groves and smalholdings.
Men who work their own humble plots of earth develop ways of thinking that seem quite foreign to the
hired laborers of great ranches or paddy fields. Furthermore, the fertile soil was watered by copious
rans. Rivers and cand's obey the miserly whims of kings, but the gods bestow rain equaly on al men.
Such profligacy may have helped incite the people of the land to their peculiar notions of equdlity.

Obstinate. .. but the people were fruga and obedient to their gods. Thereby they flourished. Surprisngly,
by and large, they flourished in peace. The why of this was|ong pondered but too late understood.

A lack of horseswas one reason. Sheep grazed the sunlit uplands, mules and bullock flourished on the
flats. Horses did poorly. Having few horses, the land had no knights, no cavdry, no castles. Warfare,
when it happened, was aclumsy affair of farm boys on foot throwing spears and then waking hometo
tend the crops again. It brought no profit and little glory, and was generaly regarded as very foolish.

From time to time two cities might draw into dispute and others take sides in the argument, but because
the seven were roughly equd in size, they tended to divide into evenly matched aliances. Thelarger
group was rarely strong enough or stable enough to oppressthe smdller.

Furthermore, the ruling families of the seven cities exchanged daughtersin marriage as readily asthey
exchanged birthday greetings. Every ruler wasrelated to dl of the others. Any hotheaded young king
who stepped beyond the bounds of family decorum would find legions of fearsome aunts and uncles
descending on him and admonishing him severdly.

But the real reason for the long peace of the Land Between the Seas wasthat it had so very many gods.
Every family cherished its own god. Families might rise and fall, but none ever turned away from its
household deity, and the gods in turn looked after their children.

The gods names were very ancient, so that whatever meanings they might once have had were now lost:
Voxkan and Graim and Draminth, for example. The people were named after them. Merchantsfrom
other lands might smirk in their beards when they traded with Upright-tree of V oxkan, Shining-helmet of
Graim, or Fair-pearl of Draminth, but the natives of the land saw nothing amusing in the practice, for that
was how it had always been done.

Had the Land of Many Gods continued to prosper asit did in those days of yore, then | should have no
taleto tell except directions on how to reach it. Alas, thiswas not to be.

Karzvan wasthe god of the ruling family of Uthom in the Middle. Old tradition claimed that Karzvan



meant "mighty,” but there was no written evidence to support this belief. Perchance he was not as mighty
as he had been, or perchance the burden of centuries had made him inattentive to his duties, but it came
to passthat acertain king of Uthom in the Middle grew old without heir.

His name was Brazen-horn of Karzvan, and one day he cameto the tastefully gppointed shrinein the
palace where theimage of the royd god abode. The image was very ancient, cunningly carved from a
jade of the degpest green in the form of a grasshopper some two hands high. It stood on an altar of
fretted marble, surrounded by jewels and precious trinkets that members of the family had donated over
the years. Thisday Brazen-horn knelt and made offering in proper style of apearl of unusud pink hue,
one he had hoarded many yearsfor just such aneed. Then the king lamented in thiswise:

"Most Holy Father Karzvan, hear my prayer! | am weary of years and my strength flags. My dear wifeis
barren and like to remain so. | have spoken to you on this matter oftentimes before, and you have chosen
not to send usamiracle, so | accept that this be your will. | am loath to put her aside and take another
wife, and | fear now that the subgtitution would be equaly fruitless— barring miracles, that is. So it would
seem that | must die without issue. My city will beleft without aruler, Most Holy Father, and you without
worshippersto praise you and bring offerings.

"I have examined most carefully the lineages of my family and the ruling families of the other six cities. |
have nephews and great-nephews uncountable, yea, auntsinnumerable; uncles, nieces, and cousinsto the
farthest remove, but | can find no stripling whom | could adopt as my successor without ftirring up
serious dispute among hisrelatives and the other five cities. Grant me your divine wisdom upon this
matter, | pray you."

After due consideration, the god replied. "My son, you have appraised the Situation precisely.
Loud-thunder of Maith isamalleable young man, but his brothers-in-law are jedlous of him, and
notorioudy impetuous. Sweet-waters of Jang isahothead, Pillared-virtue of Colim alibertine. And so it
goes. Harken, therefore, and do as | say. Summon the people of our city to an assembly, and bid them
choose eight persons of wisdom and integrity, who shdl be your ministersfor the next twelve months.
Then let them rulein your name. Whatever edictsthey lay before you, no matter how ill-considered, sign
without demur.”

"I hear, Most Holy Father,” quoth the king, "but | fail to understand. | have reigned with your blessing for
nigh on threescore years, my skill and sagecity are widely praised, dthough of course | make no such
clamsmysdf, attributing al goodnessto your guidance. My wits, at least, continue to function. Surely
eight amateurs— lesser nobles or perchance even commoners may be selected, for you know how folly
flourisheswhen folk flock in large numbers— surely these eight will make atruly festering cacophony of
running the government?'

Of course the god did not answer, for gods never explain. So Brazen-horn arose and went and did as he
was bid. The people were surprised, but obedient. They eected eight representatives and he appointed
them hisminigters. As he had predicted, they squabbled and blundered and raised taxes, but dl in dl they
did not do as badly as he had feared they might.

At the end of the year, Brazen-horn returned to his god and again made sumptuous offering in proper
form. He said aprayer or two concerning certain medical matters and then got around to asking what he
should do next about the government.

"Same again,” the god said. "Have the people eect another eight, or the same eight if they prefer. They
will learn, and their delegates will learn, aso."



Although Brazen-horn was now convinced that God Karzvan had taken leave of his senses, he again
carried out his orders, and the second year things went alittle better. The people learned that they could
grumble without being didoya, because the ministers were not bel oved kings above reproach, but only
rather stupid people like themselves, probably even more stupid. The ministers discovered that office had
undoubted advantages, but they knew they would not be redected unless they governed well, so mostly
they tried their best. Each kept watch that none of the others got away with more than he did, and this
kept corruption within limits,

Severd yearswent by. Brazen-horn of Karzvan died. He was mourned, but not grestly missed, for the
government now ran without him. The people continued to eect their magistrates, the magistrates
continued to want to be redected. There was grumbling and argument, but the unsatisfied knew they had
only to wait another year until they could throw the rascals out, and even if they did not throw the rascals
out, they fdlt better for having had a chanceto try. Merchants and farmers and artisasnswereraised to
high office, and the laws they made naturaly tended to favor merchants and farmers and artisans. Trade
flourished. Great buildings transformed the city.

With his dying words, Brazen-horn had begged his ministersto take care of hisfamily god, for now
Karzvan had no surviving children to bring him offerings and speak his praise. Of course each of the
magistrates had a household god of his own. To take home another would certainly provoke trouble, so
after some debate the eight decided that the whole city should adopt the orphaned god— after all, it was
he who had made it possible for them to hold office and enjoy the perquisites they were enjoying,
athough none of them put the matter quite so crudely asthat.

Thus Karzvan became civic god of Uthom in the Middle and accepted its people as hisfamily.

Soon the people of the other cities began to take notice. They wondered why the inhabitants of Uthom in
the Middle were citizens while they were only subjects. They wondered why they were being taxed to
ingal marble bathtubsin the palace when Uthom in the Middle was building public toilets. They
wondered why they had to guard their tongues while the citizens of Uthom in the Middle were freeto
utter any dander imaginable, and often did, especially at eectiontime.

Theroya families noticed, aso. The aunts and uncles met and agreed that they ought to impose aking
again on Uthom in the Middle to end to such dangerous experimentation. The vote on that was
unanimous. There remained only the question of which prince should be the oneimposed. Y ears of
discussion failed to reduce the number of candidatesto lessthan six.

Even the gods noticed. They observed that Karzvan resided in agrand public templeinstead of a poky
little shrine somewhere in the back of a paace. They observed aso that he had thousands of people
bringing him offerings and spesking hispraise.

City after city demanded theright to elect magistrates. King after king discovered to his astonishment that
hisfamily god supported the idea. Some kings resisted. Alas, struck down by public violence or sudden
fever, they al died young and childless. Others complied, but thereefter they sank rapidly to the status of
ceremonia puppets, alowed to do nothing more significant than cut ribbons and read speeches written
by their minigers.

Soon dl the cities were functioning democracies and each had a magnificent temple. Sometimes now the
land was referred to as the Land of Seven Gods.

The new regime worked well for awhile— not an especidly long while or an especidly short while... a
while that might seem long to men and short to gods, perhaps. When the grandsons of the grandsons of



the first magistrates were sdflesdy serving their respective cities, trouble arose on both shores of the
Land Between the Sess,

To the west, Kylam had been growing steadily larger and richer, taking trade away from its neighbors,
Jombinaand Lambor.

To the eadt, the harbor at Damvin was silting up. Businessfdl off, year by year, going instead to [Imairg
and Myto.

The magigtrates of Damvin consulted their god Oliant, but the god was singularly noncommitta about Silt.
The magistrates ordered anew and larger temple built, to house anew and larger image of Oliant, who
was aways portrayed as a seated, potbellied man with a bear's head. The harbor continued to silt up.
Other magistrates were elected. They ordered specia offeringsto the god, more frequent festivasin his
honor, continuous chanting to entertain him, fresh wreaths hung about his neck daily. Therewasno vishble
improvement in the state of the harbor.

Asthe next elections grew closer and the magistrates of Damvin more worried, they were visited by a
man who gave his name as Black-hair of Lusitair. He wore odd-colored motley and spoke with afunny
western accent. There was something furtive about him; he ingsted that the meeting be held in a private
house, after dark. Even then, he seemed strangely reluctant to get down to business.

"Y our Honors," he said eventudly, glancing over his shoulder and edging forward in hischair, "herein the
eadt, one city grows poor and two grow rich. On the other coast, the reverse applies. Two dwindle and
onewaxes."

"What of it?" demanded the current chairman, Honest-servant of Girb.

"Not so loud!" Black-hair whispered. "Now we al know that magistrates come and go. Some are good,
some bad. Some are clever, some honest. By and large, though, it seemslikedly that al cities must have
about the samerun of luck intheir officids, doesit not? Over thelong term, that is?'

His audience exchanged worried glances. Then they al leaned alittle closer. Honest-servant murmured,
"Continue"

"So just possibly the varied fortunes of acity may depend upon the competence of its god? Over the long
term, | mean."

"Wdl..."

llY@l

"Cary on."

Black-hair squirmed, then drew a deep breath. "It has come to my attention, Y our Honors, that the cities
of Jombinaand Lambor are serioudy consdering taking action against the puffed-up, degenerate, greedy
hyenas of Kylam!"

"What sort of action?' asked Shining-morning of Haun, who was not quite as bright as the other seven,
athough his honesty was never questioned.

"Oh... stedling its ships, throwing down its docks, burning its warehouses, looting its tressury, possibly



abducting itsleading merchants and seamen. | spesk figuratively, of course.”
"Of course," the eight agreed quickly.

"Now the brave citizens of Lambor and Jombina are confident that their righteous cause will prevall, if the
two of them act together— and act soon, before the rapacious carrion-eaters of Kylam grow any fatter.
However, the assstance of athird aly would certainly be advantageous in maintaining investor
confidence.”

"But how would that help us?* Shining-morning inquired.

"What he meansis," Honest-servant said, and paused to consider the matter. "What we need to know s,
how would atheoreticd third dly, if there were such a party, benefit from the humbling of Kylam?'

"Well," Black-hair muttered, shifting even farther forward and glancing over his other shoulder, "while
most of the, ah, compensation could be divided equitably between the two principals, there is one asset
in Kylam that isindivisble. Neither would want the other to haveit, you understand, and yet neither
would wishto leave it whereit is, if you follow me. But both might be willing to see it removed to some
distant location whereits potentialy beneficia influence could not prgudice their respective interests.”

Seven magigratesjust pursed thair lips thoughtfully, but Shining-morning said, "Huh?"

So it cameto pass, afew weeks after this conversation, that three hurriedly gathered armies converged
upon the unfortunate city of Kylam. Its ships were stolen, its docks thrown down, its warehouses burned,
itstreasury looted, and itsleading merchants and seamen were carried off into davery in afar country
across the western ocean. The panther image of Jang, its god, was borne in triumph to Damvin and
ingtaled in the great temple. Oliant was removed to avery smal temple on aback street and forgotten.

The other cities of the Land Between the Seas were shocked by this outrage. They waited to see what
would happen.

What happened was that a series of heavy storms caused a certain tributary to burst its banks and
permanently changeits course. The flow of water in the Damvin River was increased and the silt washed
from the harbor.

Then dl the cities began building walls, training armies, importing weapons and horses, and generdly
preparing for war.

Preparing for war, aswaswell known in other lands but perhaps not then in that one, isusualy a

s f-fulfilling precaution. Soon the people of the Land of Seven Cities were learning the joys and sorrows
of seges, looting, crop-burning, davery, daughter, and wholesale rape. Famine, pestilence, and excessive
taxation followed.

The surviving population of Kylam, feding bereft, made adaring midnight raid on Jombinaand bore its
god Colim home in triumph. The army of Jombina advanced on Myto, demanding that it deliver Holy
Maithinto itshands.

How long this might continue, only the gods knew, and perhaps not even they.

One god who did not approve was Karzvan of Uthom in the Middle.



"This" hetold the assembled magistrates of his city one day, "has got to stop!”

The eight bowed their heads to the floor in consent. They were aready on their knees, so even the oldest
were able to participate in the maneuver. Karzvan's temple was one of the more splendid, if not the most
splendid, in the whole Land Between the Seas. It had marble pillars and a very impressive granite floor.
Karzvan himsdlf was now dmog astall asaman, dthough the greenstone from which he was now
carved was not as lustrous as pure jade, nor the artistry as subtle as before. His left mandible was dightly
shorter than hisright, for example. But the offerings heaped around him were beyond reproach.

"Half the revenues are being wasted on weaponry,” the grasshopper said petulantly. "My new east
portico istaking forever. | have no desireto find myself removed by force to adamp maritime climate. Is
it not obvious that someone will haveto take charge?' He did not wait for an answer. "Isit not obvious
that Uthom in the Middle is destined by its unique location to be the premier city of dl theland? And | to
beits premier god?' he added, in case the magistrates were lagging behind hisrevel ation.

"Veily itisso," the current chairman said.

"Then we need to take charge," the god continued. "As we cannot trust any of the other gods, | mean
cities, to cooperate in redlizing our grandeur, we shal haveto look farther afield.”

Woe, woe! My tae has grown dark, and now it grows darker. Instructed by their civic god, the
magidtrates of Uthom in the Middle sent out emissariesto the Horsefolk.

Beyond the ice-clad peaks, through perilous passes, lay aland of grassy steppes, where dwelt asavage
race of nomad herders. | would have mentioned them sooner had there been any need. Since the world
was young they had wandered in small tribes, savage and barbaric and much too intent on their own
blood feuds to bother with the civilized lands of the south.

Now it chanced that aleader had arisen among them, and his name was Hannail, who was later to be
Hannall the Terrible.

Even as ayoung man, barely bearded, he became known as afierce fighter, one whom the Horsefolk
termed adrinker of blood. One day he rode alone far into the mountains. He was being pursued, his
shaggy pony was lame, and he was near to death from hunger and cold, for he wore only the leather
trousers of his people, inadequate garb for the high country.

He cameat last to astony dope, below ahigh cliff, and observed above him the mouth of agreat cave.
He dismounted and led his horse up the scree to inspect the opening, hoping it would provide safe refuge
for the night. Thewind wasin the north.

Before he could enter, agreat voice spoke to him out of the cave, saying, "WHOO ARE YOU?'
Hismount shied. He struggled to hold it, and the two of them did some way down the dope. When he
had brought the beast under control again, he led it once more up to the cave, dthough every hair on his
carcasshad risenin fear.

"l am Hannail!" he proclaimed.

"Hannail of WHOM?"

"Hannail of no god," the young man replied. "I dew my father and uncles and their god cast me out. Now



my brothers and cousins pursue meto kill me.”

"I an HOOL," thevoice said. "Bow down and worship M EEE and take MEEE for your god, and | shall
make Y OU ruler over AAALL theHorsefolk.”

Hannail laughed joyoudy and fell on hisface, worshipping Hool and taking him to be hisgod evermore.
"ItisGOOD," the god replied. "Now sacrifice your mount to MEEE."

Hannail was benighted in abarren land, without food or water, or any transportation other than hisfaithful
pony, but he drew his sword and cut itsthroat, offering it to Hool and smearing blood on hisforehead in
the way of hispeople.

Shortly thereafter his brothers and cousins rode up and surrounded him as he stood defiantly before the
cave, making no move to take up his sword or bow.

"Prepareto die," they said, and some of the less subtle among them added, "painfully.”

"Harken to mefirst!" Hannail replied, and he told them of his new god and how Hool had promised to
make him ruler over dl the Horsefolk, and he praised the power and cruelty of Hool.

His brothers and cousins scoffed and demanded that the god confirm these events, else they would
proceed to flay the outlaw as custom demanded.

So Hannail called on the god to witness. At firgt there was no response, but he did not waver in hisfaith,
continuing to call out the praises of Hool, even when his captors threw him down and began to rip the
skin from his body. Then the wind shifted back to the north and the god spoke again from the cave.

"Behold Hannail, my chosen one," the god said, "WHO | SEE is steadfast. GO where he leads. Say
WHOM HEEE DOOMS. Destroy AAALL other gods and worship only HOOL."

Then dl the brothers and cousinsfell on their faces and swore to worship Hool and obey Hannail, his
chosen one. They took out thelittle imagesthat al the men of their people carried with them; they
smashed their previous gods. They knelt to Hannail and demanded that he lead them wherever he chose,

All that Hool had promised came to pass. None could stand againgt Hannail. Before hisfirst sonstook
wives, heruled dl the Horsefolk and there was no other god among them but Hool. Then Hannail was
yet aman in his strength, adrinker of blood, and he could find no enemy on the steppes.

Then it was that the emissaries of Uthom in the Middle came through the passes and sought audience
with the leader of the Horsefolk.

"Hear thewords of Holy Karzvan,”" they said. " 'My city is destined to be premier city of the seven, and
yet the six defy me. Send your fierce young men on their horses to chagtise the upstartsin my name. My
messengers bring gold, and you may aso take home with you dl the loot you can carry from the six.
Their youthswill be your daves, their maidens your pleasure, without limit or mercy. Spare only Uthom in
theMiddle.' "

When the messengers had spoken and Hannail had seen them put to desth— that being his custom— he
rode off done, up into the mountains, to the sacred cave. There was no temple there, no priests, no
image, for Hool was astern god, requiring his people to worship him without the help of such frippery.



Only agravel of white bones upon the dope showed that this was the home of agod.

Hannail waited on the barren dope for severa days, until the wind wasin the north, for by now he knew
that hisgod preferred it so. Then he knelt and told the words of the emissariesto Hoal.

"1t isGOOD!" Hool replied, louder than Hannail had ever heard him. "Take your fierce young men and
GO into the Land Between the Seas and despoil it. THROW down the seven gods of the seven cities
and let the people raise NO other godsin their place. Start with the one in the middle, whatever it was.
BEEE tarible”

Overjoyed at these commands, Hannail hurled himsalf prostrate on the cold sharp stones. "Holy Father, |
shall make the dogs worship you by night and by day forever!™

"No!" Hool said. "If Y OU make them worship MEEE, then they aso will be my people. Torment themin
my nameif you like, make them fear ME by al means, but do not let them make metheir god. YOU are
my chosen one. | give my solemn promise that your SEED shal RULE the Land Between the Seas as
long asthe sun MOVES."

And soitwas.

Hannail of Hool became Hannail the Terrible. He led the Horsefolk through the passes. He camefirst to
Uthom inthe Middle and laid it waste, smashing Karzvan himsdlf to green gravel, which he scattered in
the cesspits. Then he worked hisway around the coadt, razing Kylam, Jombina, Lambor, Damvin,
IImairg, and Myto, also, although not necessarily in that order. The Land of Seven Cities becamealand
of no cities. The Land Between the Seas was filled with lamentation from coast to coast, and the Smiling
Land smiled no more. The Land of Many Gods became at last aland of no gods at al.

Thus spoke the Omar of old, Omar of Hilgamthar, of whom | told you.

When Omar had done, the princess sprang up in aterrible rage and said that that was the worst story she
had ever heard, and subversive.

"That iswhy | have never told it before" Omar replied patiently.

But the princess was not comforted. She ran weeping to her grandfather the king, with her retinue of
maidens weeping behind her. All trying to speak at once, they told the king of the terrible tale that Omar
had related. The king agreed that it was awicked story, casting aspersions upon the motives of gods. He
banished Omar from the court and the old man was seen in Hilgamthar no more,

Gentlelords, fair ladies, may my words have pleased you!
4: Interlude

The mingre'stale was followed by athin and bewildered silence within the taproom. The wind howled
mockingly in the eaves and the forest beyond. Smoke puffed from the fireplace.

The dowager was nodding in her chair. On the other side the hearth, the actress had her head on the
merchant's shoulder. She was probably very uncomfortable, but that was her business. Of courseit was.

Nearer to hand, Friedas head rested on Fritz's shoulder. It was alarger shoulder, although doubtless
much firmer, and regrettably she seemed quite content, with her eyes closed. He caught melooking at her



and scowled dangeroudly.

The note | had discovered in the rye bread was now in my doublet pocket. | had not yet had a chanceto
read it.

Thered-eyed, red-nosed mingrd tilted his stein in the hope that there might beadrop l&ft iniit, or that
someone would notice that there wasn't. His voice had failed amost completely by the end. He looked
ready for early burial. If afever cart happened by, it would accept him as he was, without argument.

| gave him asmile of thanks, dthough it was an effort for me. Had heredly thought | needed help like
that? | noted acynicd glint in the soldier's eye and knew he was thinking the same.

"If you believe you can better that tale, Master Omar, then | suppose you may begin,”" he said cheerfully.
The company stirred.

"It was certainly acurious choice," the notary murmured at my side. "Interminable expostion with a
regrettable absence of uplifting mord.”

The dowager's old eyes opened in aflurry of wrinkles. "We should not prgjudgel™ she snapped. "Refrain
from comment until we have heard the response. Y ou may proceed, Master Omar.”

"Thefire needs stoking, my lady. Innkeeper, give the mingtrel astein of spiced deand put it on my hill.”
Fritz glared at me and his knuckles whitened. Then he roseto attend to the hearth.

"Put it onming" the merchant said. "The poor devil surely needsit."

Good for old Moneybags-Under-the-Eyes! The minstrel croaked his gratitude.

"Perhaps a cup of your herbd tea, hostess?' the dowager said. "Y ou, child?"

"Oh, yes, thank you, my lady." Had the maid no name of her own, or had her mistress never bothered to
learn it? Her coat was thin and coarse-woven. | had not heard her speak before, and had rarely glimpsed
her face, for the brim of her bonnet concealed it. | suspected she was cold. Perhaps shejust did not get
enough to edt.

The merchant ordered alefor himsalf and hiswife, or supposed wife. The notary fumbled unobtrusively in
his pouch and then said perhaps half aflagon of the small beer— athought to make me shudder.

Frieda had gone to make the tea, her hand brushing my shoulder as she went by. Fritz was keeping
careful watch on us, even as he tended to hisduties. | fingered the note in my pocket— his pocket,
actudly, asit was hisdoublet | wore. What message had his S ster passed to me? The gaiety and humor
she had displayed on my last visit were sadly absent. Could afew more months of living with the boor
have depressed her spirits so, or was she merely worried about my chances of surviving the night?

| wished | could do something to brighten her life. Asmy old friend the Blessed Osmosis of Sooth used
to teach the Faithful, the devil you know may be alot less fun than some of the others. There was more
to it than that, | think, but | forget what.

"Hannail the Terrible begat Nonnil," | remarked. "Nonnil begat Grosail the Gruesome. Grosall—"



"Weare not ready!" the dowager snapped. She was obvioudy in avery snappish mood, and
understandably so after the minstrdl's performance.

"l wasn't actually arting,” | said. "Just laying abase. The Land Between the Seas made a sort of
recovery. The citieswere sad wraiths of their former glory, of course.”

"Cannot we have atale st in amore salubrious environment?" the notary whined.

| beamed at him. " A tragedy must be met with atragedy, or how will you judge between them? Kylam,
fifty yearslater... Can you imaginefifty years of rule by the Horsefolk barbarians? Horrible, pae-haired
mongters!”

Fritz happened to be going by at that moment with the big copper jug. For amoment | thought he was
going to stun me with it. Frieda shot me awarning glance, asif to tell me that he was seriousin histhrests
to kill me— but | knew that already.

When dl was sttled again, with wood on the fire and my audience waiting, | began.

"l am Omar the Trader of Tales, but you know that. What was the Gwill's formula?—'Gentle lords, fair
ladies, may my tale please you'? Hear, then, the Tale of White-thorn of Verl."

5: Omar'sResponsetothe Minstrel's Tale

All night long, White-thorn had been helping tend the wounded, the bereaved, thelost children. At dawn
she dipped away and went home through the empty streets and the dim, cold light. As she climbed the
gtairsto her room, every creaking tread seemed to cry out in the silent house. She had sent the servants
away the previous evening, for the home of Morning-star would certainly be burned before this day was
out, and anyone found in it would die.

It was amodest house in amodest street, not far from the docks. For half a century no citizen of Kylam
had dared display wedlth. The Horsefolk overlords ruled by terror. Any native who raised his head
higher than other heads|ogt it; his goods were confiscated, hiswomenfolk despoiled and likely murdered,
aso.

Shewent first to her father's room. The bed wastidily made, hisfavorite clothes fill hung in the closet,
his brushes lay on the dresser, and yet aready the chamber seemed abandoned and haunted.

From the secret panel above the bed, White-thorn took out the least loved of the family heirlooms, a
small and thin stiletto, razor sharp, crafted in some far-off land. It had belonged to her
great-grandmother, so her father had told her, but he know no more of its history. He did not know if it
had ever been used. The faint encrustation on its blade might or might not be poison. Today she might
discover if that family legend wastrue.

She crossed to her mother's portrait. Golden-bough smiled down at her daughter as she had dways
smiled at her, for aslong as White-thorn could remember. She looked very little older than White-thorn
hersalf now. She had not lived long after that picture was painted, just until the afternoon she had run
afoul of aband of Horsefolk thugsin the street. They had raped her on the cobbles and then killed her,
while the people of Kylam hurried by unseeing. The atrocity had been apolitical statement, a
demonstration of superiority. Golden-bough had merely been the firdt attractive woman the brutes had
encountered after receiving their orders.



Faint childhood memories twisted in White-thorn's heart like skewers. " Good-bye, Mother,” she
whigpered. "Y ou understand. | hope | shal be worthy of your memory.”

She rose on tiptoe to kiss the portrait. She had done that only once before, the night Sea-breaker had
asked how shewould fed if hisfather cameto cal on her father to negotiate a marriage union between
their two houses. The betrothal had followed, but the wedding had been delayed by the revolution.
Where now was Sea-breaker of Kraw? Facedown in the red pools of Mill Creek? Or buried on the field
aongside Morning-star of Verl and so many, many others?

Back in her own room, White-thorn washed and brushed out her hair. Shivering, not entirely from cold,
she took thought to the clothes she would wear. Under the rule of the Horsefolk, the people of the Land
Between the Seas— especialy the women— had learned to dressin public both modestly and
unobtrusively. Only in the privacy of their homes had they dared sport the traditiond styles of their
ancestors, brilliant motleysleaving limbs exposed. In the last few weeks they had joyfully returned to the
old ways, and the streets had flowered again with color and beauty. Now the brief spring of the
revolution had withered and barbarian winter returned.

She began with one of her favorites, a swatch she had woven hersdf from the finest wool obtainable, a
cloth as sheer and light asthin cotton, in scarlet and emerald. She draped it over her left shoulder. The
hemsfdl below her knees. She spread it out on the bed and ripped athird from itslength.

For her right shoulder she chose a silk that had belonged to her grandmother, copper blossomson a
ground of peacock blue. She discarded half of it, then wound a golden sash around her waist, spreading
the hanging ends of the other clothsto form skirts.

She donned her slver dippers, her great-grandmother's onyx earrings, the pearl necklace Sea-bresker
had given her to mark their betrothal. She must not think of Sea-bresker. She knew her father was dead.
She would not abandon hope for her love. There had to be some reason to go on living, and ahighly
speculative vengeance was not enough.

Only then did she dare look in the mirror. Her heart pounded, her breath came in nervous gasps. Bare
arms, bare legs, breasts barely covered— she would not have appeared before her father like this, and
certainly not before Sea-breaker, not until their wedding night. Even by her own standards she was
flaunting hersalf shameesdy, and barbarians would react with fury. So beit, shame wasthe least of her
worries now. She would bait the trap with her own body.

One thing more— she concealed the stiletto in her waistband.

White-thorn descended the stairs and entered the hdll, striving to hold her head high and walk calmly.
Some of her remote ancestors had owned proper halls, great halls, hals capable of seating dozens. This
one had been crowded when the eight leaders of the resistance had met init.

The little a cove above the hearth was occupied. Every homein Kylam and the whole Land Between the
Seas had an acove above its centra hearth. Once the household gods had lived in those niches. Then the
Horsefolk had come and smashed dl the gods they could find. Only the empty spaces had remained as
memories of lost freedoms. That niche had been empty al White-thorn'slife, except on specia occasions
when her father had banished the servants, locked the doors, and brought Verl out from his secret place
to worship him. When his daughter had reached the end of her childhood, he had presented her to the
god, and thereafter they had worshipped Verl together.



A month ago the gods of the Land Between the Seas had returned to their places again. Verl stood in his
now, the niche that was his by ancient right, asmall white dove. Hewas not very lifdike or beautiful, just
apottery image of abird. One eye was asmdl black stone and the other an empty hole. Hislegs and feet
were fashioned of twisted wire and he had lost a couple of toes. He was very old, athousand yearsold
or more. He was White-thorn's family god and sheloved him.

She sank to her knees and bowed her head. On the fireplace before her lay asword and agolden chain,
both encrusted with black bloodstains.

"Most Holy Father, hear my prayer. | have no offering to give you—"
"Y ou offer your life," awhisper said. "Can any god ask more? Y ou aways called me'Mother' before.”

White-thorn smiled through sudden tears. "I am head of the family now. | thought that 'Father' was more
pt”

"Whichever you prefer,” the dove murmured, her voice soft as a distant purr among rocks. "Y ou are the
last of my chicks, at least for now, and that isdl that matters. Anyway, who can tell afather pigeon from
amother pigeon except another pigeon?”

"Holy Mother, then," White-thorn said gratefully. " Give me courage to do what | must do."

"| cannot give you courage, my child. Y ou dready have as much and more as any of your ancestors, and
| have known your family for nigh threescore score summers and winters. | am proud of you, asl am
proud of Morning-star, who came to me two days ago in honor. Nonein your line ever stood higher than
m“

White-thorn fought back a sob. "I have no offering, Most Holy Mother. | ask leave to remove thisone.”
Shelad her hand upon the odious chain.

The god sighed. "1t will increase your danger mightily.”

"And my chance of success?'

"That, ds0, yes. So take it with my blessngs.”

White-thorn lifted the chain. It was heavier than it looked. It chinked and was odioudy cold in her fingers.
Shelad it beside her on the rug. "And your sacred person, Lady? Shall | return you to your hiding
place?

Therewas aslence. Then the god sighed. "1 am only avery smdl divinity, dear one. | can see but avery
little way into the future. | know not if you will live or dietoday, but | do know this house will not stand
tomorrow. Even your scullery maids know that. So wrap mein aplain rag and take me with you. Give

meto astranger and bid him keep me safe until thetimeisripe. He will understand.”

"Stranger?' White-thorn cried, looking up in shock at the littleimage. "To guard our household god? And
which stranger?"

"It must be s0. A foreigner. Y ou will know him when you meet him. Hurry, child! Thetimefor sacrifice
draws nigh. The barbarians are dousing their fires upon the hills."



White-thorn shivered convulsvely. Shefdt her bones melt with fear. She thought of the smiling picture on
thewd| upgarrs.

"Courage, last of my chickd!" the dove purred softly. "Be brave and you may not be the last. Be brave
and we may have vengeance."

* % %

Draped in adrab cloak of heavy wooal, clutching her two small bundles, White-thorn hurried to the
palace. The sky was blue dready; sunlight glinted on the chimney pots and thetiled roofs of Kylam. The
wind wafted atang of the seaadong streets till shadowed. Dogs wandered aimlesdy, seeming puzzled by
the silence, the absence of people. The docks would be different. There would be crowds at the docks,
crazy, panic-ridden multitudes. Children weeping, adults screaming.

Two days ago, the battle at Mill Creek.
Last night, thefires of the victorious Horsefolk upon the hills.
Today began the vengeance.

Kylam would diefirst, because it was closest and because a magistrate of Kylam had raised the banner
of revolution. Uthom would be last. There was nowhere to run to from Uthom. So the vengeance would
begin in the ports: Kylam, then Jombina, and al the othersin their turn. Quite possibly VVandok would
divide hisforces, sending haf to ravage the east while he dedlt with the west. Why should he not? There
was no opposing amy left in thefield. Theland lay helpless before hiswrath. Naked and defensdless and
spread-eagled on the ground...

White-thorn came into the plaza and still saw amaost no one. One ancient beggar was huddled in a corner
of the steps, at his usua post. He had aways been there, for aslong as she could remember, abeggar so
blind asto beinvisble to everyone ese. Was he puzzled by the sllence? Had nobody told him? Or was
he just aware that, with no one's chances much good, a blind beggar's must be hopeless? She wished she
had brought some money. It would do no good lying at home, and it might have let the old man die happy
in his sudden wedlth.

She did not approach the beggar. She hurried up the stepsto the shining pillars.

There was no doubt where the fury would begin. Thiswasthe only truly notable building in the city.
Vandok would start here, where hisfather had died.

Onceit had been the temple of Jang, in the days before the Damvinians had stolen him away to be their
god. For ashort while it had been the temple of Colim, when Kylam had managed to sted the baby god
from Jombina. Then the barbarians had come and there had been no more gods. The temple had served
asthe governor's palace ever since. On the dread occasions when the king came over the mountainsto
enjoy the sport in his southern domain, it had sometimes served asroya paace, dso.

"If they would only stay!" Morning-star had mourned to his daughter many times. "If they would just
settle down and reside among us, then we could civilize them! A generation, perhaps two, and the
Horsefolk dwelling amongst us would be indistinguishable from the natives. Hannail wastoo clever, or his
god was. One or other of them saw the danger. So they send their sonsto torment us, but then they call
them back to marry within the tribes, dispatching a new contingent to afflict usafresh. The Land isnot a



vassal Sate, it isadeer forest!”

Climbing the great stairs, White-thorn realized that she had lost her fear. It would return | ater, probably
much greater. Fear of death, fear of pain. Fear and pain were certain, death probable. Do not think of it!
Think of vengeance. Think of Father, dying bravely on thefield of battle. Many people had told her he
had died glorioudy, but she did not believe that death could ever be glorious, or anything but horrible, no
matter how it came. So he had not died glorioudy, and she could not imagine him dying any way but
bravely.

She strode through the portico and into the basilicaitsdf. It wasahigh, cold, sterile place, dthough there
werefine carvings on the ceiling till. The Horsefolk had long since smashed dl the ornamentation they
could reach, and any soul or mgjesty the hall might once have possessed they had banished with their
atrocities. Men and women had starved to degth in cagesin thishal, been burned in thishdl, been
mutilated, humiliated, butchered. Raped.

The throne had gone— it had been dragged out |ess than an hour after the rebelshad declared it a
chopping block, and Morning-star himsdlf had cut off King Grosail's head on it. An oaken council table
had been ingtaled ingtead, and the magistrates had met there every day, while the people had trooped in
by the hundred, to stand around in silence and watch, marveling at the restoration of their liberties, the
freedoms their grandparents had described.

She stopped in surprise. She had expected the hall to be as empty asthe streets, or at least she would
have expected to hear voices. But there were many people present. Four or five sat at the table. A score
of attendants waited on them. A hundred or more stood around among the pillarsin somber silence. They
were watching the sun set, the brief flame guitter.

She saw bandaged stumps, men on crutches. Even children had been brought to witness the end of the
momentary dream. So not al the citizens had fled to the hills or the ships.

She hesitated, studying the group at the table and identifying the surviving leaders of the resstance. Old
Pure-valor of Faro wasthere, bent and white-haired. High-endeavor of Kdint, hisarm inading and his
head bandaged... He was one who had told her that Morning-star had died gloriously. Even a couple of
new widows she recognized in the background. Defeated, bereaved, wounded. A lump rosein her
throat. The human rubble of Kylam.

Those men would certainly stop her carrying out her intent.

Suddenly her knees began to shake. The fear came rushing back. Aslong as her ordeal had been
inevitable... But now perhapsit might be avoided... Was hope harder to bear than doom?... Ridiculous!
She straightened her shoulders. But how could she manage to evade these ghouls, these watchers over a

corpse?

Whatever were they doing here?

"Waiting for terms," said avoice a her Sde.

Redlizing that she must have spoke aoud, she glanced at the speaker. Then shetook another 1ook.

He was aman of middle height, of middle years— dim, confident, neatly groomed. His short beard was

sriped with gray. His hair was curly, flecked with silver, dso, and cut oddly short There was nothing
gpecia about hisface, and yet. ..



"They expect Vandok to demand the surrender of the city," he said, regarding her intently.

"Will he?" she asked.

"l don't think so. | think helll come and takeit."

"And burnit."

"Certanly."

What was it she sensed about him? His eyes were grayish, which was rare in the Land Between the
Seas. He was the only man she had seen in weeks without asword or at least aquarterstaff. There was
an unfamiliar timbreto hisvoice, and afaint odor of the sea clung to him. He wore sdt-stained sailors
breeches and a open-fronted shirt that had once been fancy. Now it was faded and threadbare; half the
embroidery had fallen out. A bundle wrapped in agrubby blanket lay &t hisfeet.

"Who are you?' she demanded.

"A wanderer, my lady." He seemed puzzled by her, or just very curious. He had the same dert
confidence that her father had... had had.

"You comeat an evil time, traveler. Y ou should not linger here.”

He shook his head and smiled. There was something reassuring about his smile, and yet something
unfathomably sad iniit, too. "'l am by way of being a connoisseur of bad times, milady. Therewasa
battle, | hear. | missed the battle." He frowned. "Most odd!"

"Why s0?' She wondered why she waswasting time talking.

"Oh, my timing isusualy better. The gods arrange. .. No matter. Who are you?"

"A woman of thecity."

Heraised hiseyebrows. "A lady of the city. Pray tell me.”

If he could see how she was dressed under her cloak, he would not think her alady. "White-thorn of
Vel

His eyebrows rose higher. "Morning-star's daughter?' He bowed low. "Y ou, especially, should not
linger!”

"l have aduty." Why mention that to a complete stranger?
A granger! Who e se but this man?

She held out one of her bundles, awkwardly clutching her cloak tight with her other hand. "1 wastold to
giveyou this”

He cocked his head in surprise, but not with the astonishment she would have expected. "Told by
whom?'



"Vel."

"Ah!" The man accepted the wragpped form of the god with care. "And what isin it?"

"Verl. She... Hesaid to tell you to return her when thetime wasripe.”

"No time? No place?'

"No." It sounded o crazy that she wondered if the stranger would think her unhinged.

He did not seem to. He looked down at the tiny package, clutching it with both hands. A group of men
came running into the hall and hurried over to the table. Other people were trooping out. The stranger
good like apillar in the midst of the confusion and ignored it totaly, asif thelittle bundle he held wasthe
only thing of interest in the whole city. "He or she?"

"Whichever you prefer.”

"Shewill not spesk to me, though?'

"Only to members of her family."

The stranger frowned. " Offerings? How do | carefor her?"

"She would not accept offerings, either, | think. Not from a stranger. Perhaps sprinkle afew grains of
cornonceinawhile... to show her that sheis not forgotten?'

The stranger nodded solemnly and tucked the god away in his shirt. It hardly made abulge. "Next my
heart," he said. "1 will return her when thetimeisripe. Y ou have my word." He studied White-thorn with
gray eyes strangedly bright. "And what road do you travel now, my lady?"

A fit of shivering convulsed her. She pulled her cloak tighter yet. "Please go, air! Teke care of Verl."
"White-thorn!" afamiliar voice shouted.

She cried out, spun around. Sea-breaker! He came hobbling toward her, leaning on agtaff, swinging it
urgently. There was a blood-caked bandage around his head and black stubble on his face, but he was
Sea-bresker, and hewas dive. The staff fdll to thetiles as hisarms went around her. Within his embrace
shefdt the siffness of the dtiletto in her sash.

"I never doubted,” shelied, snuffling againgt his shoulder. That was the trouble with very tall men.

"Your father... you know? Of course you must know! Dearest, he died glorioudy. | saw. The dlite of the
barbarian—"

"l heard. Y ou're hurt." She was going to hurt him much, much more.
"l twisted my ankle running away. Oh, my darling! | went to your home—"

"Y ou bandage your head because you have twisted your ankle?"



"Only ascratch. An arrow... my skull isarmored, don't you know that? It bounced off. If only we'd had
proper a'mor and weapons, things would have been so different! Come, my darling, thereislittletime.”

"No," shesaid.

He relaxed his embrace so he could see her face. "No? What do you mean— no? Thereisaship. The
captain'san old friend of ... He promised to wait an hour, and the hour must be amost up. The crowds at
the dock... Quickly!"

"No." Sheresisted as hetried to move her, holding her cloak tight. "Beloved, this hurts, but | cannot
come.”

People were shouting. In some confused corner of her mind she had absorbed the message. The horde
was coming. Vandok was advancing with hisarmy. At the gates. No terms. ..

The crowd had begun streaming from the basilica, jostling past her. She saw terror-stricken faces, saw
tears, heard the screams of panic. But mostly she just saw the pain and shock in Sea-bresker's eyes. He
bent to recover his staff. Again hetried to urge her, and she fought free of hisgrasp. Blessthat ankle! If
he had the use of both hands, he would carry her off bodily.

He shouted at her. She backed away, eyes blurred with tears. She tried to explain that she loved him. He
kept talking of the ship waiting. There was no way to explain. She urged himto go. Again and again she
said that shewould not.

Sea-breaker logt histemper eventualy. Obvioudy hisleg pained him more than he would admit and the
blood on the bandage came from no dight scrape. He had found a ship for them, deliverance, he had
found her, and now shewasrefusing him... Of course helost histemper.

When the tears | eft her eyes, shewasdonein the hal.

She dropped her cloak around her feet and felt naked. Worse than naked. Stepping out of her sandals,
she walked forward aong the deserted basilicato the paperstrewn table. Past it, to the dais at the end
where the throne had stood. The dried blood there had never been cleaned away.

She unwrapped her second bundle and took out the chain. Grosail's blood was on that, too. She started
to hang it around her neck and thought better. VVandok might just choke her withiit.

Sounds drifted in from the plaza. She turned to face the door.

A movement in the shadows behind the pillars caught her eye. She was shocked to see the stranger
gtanding there, watching, hisbundle at hisfeet.

"Gol" she shouted.

Hedid not answer, for at that moment the Horsefolk rodein.

Vandok was younger than she had expected. He sat his great horse asif he were part of it, sating at this
unexpected committee of one. His followers halted behind him, a score of armed horsemen. For an age

nobody spoke.

Y ounger than she had expected, and certainly taler, broader. The golden chain dangling athwart his chest



proclaimed his kingship, but even without it, there would have been no doubt who led this company.
Other than the chain and a headband to hold back his flowing hair, he wore only the buckskin trousers of
hisrace. His mustache was thick and curved down to theline of hisjaw, but it was amost invisible now
in golden stubble of beard. He looked altogether hard, asif graven out of oak. Sword and bow and
quiver hung at hissaddle.

"They say heistheworst of the brood," her father had told her when the news came. "But we should
have expected that. They say he bears a striking resemblance to Hannail himself."

Morning-star had counted on haf ayear to prepare. Vandok had granted him less than amonth. He had
emerged clear victor from the blood storm that followed the desth of any Horsefolk king, trampling over
four older brothers. Like awhirlwind gathering leaves, he had swept up the tribes and rushed through the
passes before the snows came. Less than amonth after his father's degth, he had burst upon the Land
Between the Seas, very much as his great-grandfather had, fifty years ago.

Fury burned in his pale eyes as he observed the blackened chain in the woman's hand, the stains on the
floor at her feet. He must know whaose blood that was. He could probably guesswho shewas. She
ressted an urgeto fed for the hilt of the stiletto. He would come for her himsdlf. He must! With hismen
al watching him, he mugt!

But Vandok did not.

He gestured. Four men sprang from their saddles and rushed to her. Fingers of iron gripped her so hard
that she cried out. One man took the chain and carried it to the king. He stared down at it for along
moment before he accepted it and added it to the one he already wore. Only then did he didefrom his
horse, and at once therest of hisfollowersdid so, aso.

Still he did not come to White-thorn.

He gave orders. His voice was quiet, unhurried, and he used as many gestures as words. Men scattered
to explore the building, to examine the refuse on the table, to lead the horses over to a corner, out of the

way.

White-thorn stood helplessin the grip of three men. Amazingly, none of them had yet discovered the
knife. There were fingers around her wrists— o tight that her hand was going numb— and more
crushing her upper arm. Boots pinned her bare toesto the floor. There were fingerstwisted in her hair,
pulling her head back. But no one had yet found the knife.

There had been treachery, she saw. More Horsefolk warriors were bringing in captives. Pure-vaor,
High-endeavor, Oath-keeper. The resistance had been betrayed. Fair enough! The resistance had
betrayed the Land, by failing. It had promised freedom and ddlivered only greater suffering.

Findly, Vandok turned his attention to the woman. He strode toward the dai's, but he stopped several
paces away and studied her.

"Your name?'

Shetried to speak, but her mouth was dry as sdt. The men holding her arms twisted them amost out of
their sockets. She gasped at the pain and managed to whisper, "White-thorn of Verl."

"Louder!”



She repeated her name.
Vandok smiled. "Strip her."
The cloths were torn from her body. The diletto clattered to the floor.

Vandok laughed. One of the men kicked the weapon away and another removed therags. A third
snapped her necklace and then calloudy ripped away her earrings. She bit back acry of pain.

Only then did the king himsalf step up on the dais and come to stand before her, very close, akiller beast
reeking of horse, of woodsmoke and swest, of weeksin the saddle. He looked down contemptuoudy at
her as she stood naked and till held helplessin thewarriors cruel grasp. Hewas very tal, very broad,
hard as furniture. She shivered at the hatred she saw in his eyes. Had she ever known what hatred was,
what ruthless meant? Hope had died. Oh, Mother!

"Did you redly think I would be so easy?' he said. "Y our father killed my father— here? Right here?’
She nodded.

Hefondled her left breast. Grinning, then, he squeezed it until he wrung ascream from her. Heturned to
survey the hdl, theleering warriors, the prisoners. The place wasfilling up. He had alarge audience.

"What should | do with the rebdl's spawn?" he demanded.
The Horsefolk roared out the predictable answer.

"Onthefloor,” Vandok said. "Right where those bloodstains are. Bring the captives close. The
punishment begins now and they shdl watch."

Helooked down at White-thorn, smiling as he untied his belt.
6: The First Judgment

"Gentleladies, and ah... fair lordswasit? Anyway, may my tale have pleased you."

No one was nodding thistime. The dowager glared at me, the patches of rouge showing like wounds on
her sallow cheeks, her eyes milky with age. The merchant and the old soldier were equally disapproving.
The actress pursed her lips and shook her head reproachfully. Thelittle lady's maid seemed to be
weeping, hands clutched to her face, but | could not be sure, because of her bonnet.

"Tush, child!" the dowager said. "White-thorn did not die, Master Omar, did she?"

"Eventually, of course. Not that day."

"Then | think you should finish your tale more appropriately!"

"But | don't know how she did die! Y ou surely do not expect me to make it up, do you? Vandok raped
her in public. He probably intended to kill her, but then changed his mind and decided to make a

satement by abusing Morning-star's daughter in dl of the seven cities. | redly cannot say what his
thoughtswere. | know hetook her on to Jombinawith him and on an apple cart in the marketpl—"



"Stop!" the old hag barked. "Thisis not afit subject for gentee company.”

"Then | takeit you vote againgt me, milady?' | said sadly. "1 wonder if anyonewill grant adying man a
drink?' Thefire was sinking again, and the shadows cregping in on us. Perhaps the storm was not quite
asloud as before, but that was still killer weether out there.

The slence was pregnant, dightly.

The soldier coughed. His weathered face was scrolled with fine wrinkles, roads on amap. A map of a
long and probably full life? Had | been &t liberty to select a playmate from among the company in that
beery taproom, then Frieda would have won hands down, with the actress a close second. But had |
wanted a stlaunch companion at my sdein atight spot, that old campaigner would have been the only
choice. Well, for real mayhem perhaps Fritz with a battle-ax. ..

"The stranger?" the soldier said. "The one who took the god? Y ou did not tell us his name. Do you know
who hewas?'

"Y es, Captain. But that isanother story.”

The actress shrilled agirlish laugh. "Naughty Master Omar is playing avery old game with ud”
| flicked my browsin ashort of shrug: We dl know that story!

"Very well," the dowager said. "L et us decide whose tale was the better.”

"If | have avote, my lady,” the minstrel muttered hoarsely, "then | cast it for Master Omar.”

"I'm not sure that is quite proper. Let us go around the circle. Burgomaster?' She beamed her
much-wrinkled lips a the merchant. The proposed procedure would give her the fina voice.

The fat man pouted and glanced at his companion. "Y ou are more conversant with the artsthan I, my
dear. Y ou cast both our votes."

"Oh, Master Omar's tale was quite shocking, of course.” The actress studied my expression blandly for a
moment, knowing that | was well aware of the arts with which she was most conversant, and hence was
capable of telling much more shocking tales than that one. "But | do believe it was better told, so let us
say hewon thefirst round.”

Themingre had aready voted. Friedasmiled faintly a me, Fritz scowled predictably.
"Thedecisonisfar fromeasy," | sad, "but on thewhole | vote for me."

The notary shifted on the bench, turning to frown at me. "How long ago was dll this?*

Why in theworld did that matter? " About two hundred years ago, | suppose. Perchance alittle more.”

"| found both talesinappropriate. | declineto vote."

The mad said nothing.



"l believe | shdl vote for Master Omar," the soldier growled. "Asthelady says, heisplaying an old game
with us, but I am not quite ready for bed yet. He may do better asthe night goeson.”

"Then | haveamgority!" | had not been serioudy worried. The mingtrel had thrown that round. "Does no
one wish to buy aflagon for the winner?'

No one duly volunteered.

Fritz rose and strode forward to throw more wood on thefire. | fingered the mysterious notein my
pocket but |eft it there. The giant hefted the copper jug from the hob, looking around hopefully. Still no
one wanted to buy. He returned to his seat, wearing a surly pout that would not endear him to anyone.

"Sowho shal be next to tdl usastory?' The dowager crouched in her chair like along, furry, black
caterpillar. Or aspider, perhaps.

"Oo!" The actress clutched her hands together excitedly and looked to her benefactor for support. "Do
you think, dearet?...Do you think that little me could dare?...Will you let metry, beloved?!

"Go ahead, my sweset dove."
"Oh, very well!" shesaid, letting him talk her into it.

| gathered up my flagging wits. Fritz had started to smile, which was very bad news, but he could count
aswell as| could.

With her cute rosebud lips and her feather-duster eyel ashes, the actress could collect al the men's votes
merely by reciting arecipe for borscht— not that she was likely to have set eyeson arecipein her life. |
could not imagine anyone voting againsgt the minx, except perhaps the dowager. And hence her maid, of
course. Moreover, the company was growing deepy. Regardless of the merits of the tales, the contest
might terminate without malice, just through inattention. Theingtant the tally went against me, Fritz would
demand hisdue.

| had not meant to kill hisaccursed dog! Had | known he was so fond of it, | would have dragged its
body off into the forest before | Ieft. That way he would never have known what happened and would
have been saved distress.

"Let mesee," our new narrator began in her childlike tones. She adjusted her snowy ermine cloak over
the green of her gown. "I haveto start by saying who | am, right? Well, my nameisMarla. | wasa
foundling, abandoned one bitter winter night nineteen years ago on the doorstep of the convent of the
Goddess of Purity in Luzfraul, so | can tell you nothing about my family, except that they must have been
of noble blood, because the blanket in which | was wrapped had a crest embroidered in one corner in
slver and gold thread. Alas, the blanket was later stolen, and by thetime | grew up no one could
remember what theinsgnia had been.

"I was raised in the convent, of course. | was just about to take my fina vows, when— goodness, it must
be four or five months ago now!—poor Sister Zauch received redlly terrible, terrible news! Her dear
brother, the only relative she had l€ft in the world, was dying! Well, Sister Zauch was very old hersdlf, so
Mother decided to send me aong with her on the journey, to carefor her. And so | came out into the big
world like afrightened little chick peering out of itsnest for thefirg time.”

If thiswas just her introduction, then her story was going to be spectacular.



"And therein Schlosbelsh, | met dear Johein and wefell inlove a first glance, didn't we, my beloved?!
She turned to the merchant.

"Wedid indeed, light of my life."

The fevered mingre on her other Sde stared at me with avery odd expression: eyes bulging within their
red rims, lips pressed white. Fists clenched? Was he about to have afit? Ah, but then | recalled that the
entertainments provided in the establishment where | had first encountered the lady aso included music.

Y oung Gwill might very well have performed there, at the Vevet Stable. Not for gold, of course— he
would have been given hispay in trade. Such houses usudly reward their artists that way, Singers,
musicians, sorytellers... so | have been told. Gwill might know the lady moreintimately than | did, but he
had certainly not met her in anunnery.

The sdf-named Marlawas gathering sdf-confidence like an avalanche entering adolescence. "'I'm going
to tell you amuch nicer, more romantic tale than Omar'st Gentle lords, fair ladies, may my tale please
you! Did | get that bit right, dearet?"

"Y ou're doing wonderfully, rosebud.”

Nineteen? She was twenty-five if she was aday. Her name was not Marla, she had never been near a
nunnery in her life, and she had tattoos in unmentionable places.

7: TheActresssTale

When King Vandok had shamed White-thorn before the city leaders and his own men, he had her taken
away under guard to his camp. Therest of the day he spent in looting and despoiling Kylam. It wasall
horrible! Houses were burned and people killed al over the place! | shdl spare you the dreadful, terrible
details.

That night he had White-thorn brought to histent, and again he lay with her. He made love to her severd
times against her will. He was so big and strong that her struggles were useless!

All the next day she was kept prisoner, athough her guards were not cruel to her, because they knew she
bel onged to the king. In fact, they brought her lots of food to eat and nice clothesto wear. They told her
how beautiful she was, even in adversity.

And the next night again, the king summoned her and took his pleasure of her. Again she Sraggled invain
agang histerrible strength, but he did not ddliberately hurt her. Hewasjust irresigtible!

The next day heled hisarmy on to Jombina, and there he exhibited her in the marketplacein chains, to
show that the daughter of the man who had led the revolution was now in his power. Sheworeasmple
black dressand no jewelry, but she looked so beautiful that everyone who saw her wept!

Vandok sent her back to the camp and that afternoon he came himsdlf to visit her, and brought her some
beautiful clothes he had looted from the city, and somerich jewes. She knew they were stolen, but she
decided to wear them because she feared that if she angered him, he would just be even nastier to the
poor people of the city. She could smdll the burning houses!

That night she was brought to histent again, but she was very beautiful in her beautiful dressand dl the
lovely jewds. Hetold her so!



"I have known many beautiful women," he said, "'but none more lovely than you."

She saw that he was clean and freshly shaved and much better dressed than before, in asilk robe, so he
looked more like aking. He was avery handsome man, with hislong shiny hair and histhick gold
mustache and his bright blue eyes. Heinssted she dine with him, and later he undressed her very gently
and patiently and when he finally clasped her againgt his hard, muscular chest, al tickly with golden hair,
she began to fear that she might start falling in love with him, because she had never lain with any man
before him, and it isvery difficult for awoman not to fal in love with the man who makesloveto her for
thefirgt time, evenif shehaeshim!

Of coursg, if sheloveshimto start with, it isquiteimpossible!

| don't mean that White-thorn had forgotten the man she truly loved, Sea-breaker, or how she had
parted from him in anger, because she had not dared tell him that she was going to try to kill the king of
the enemy. She hoped that Sea-breaker had escaped to afair land across the ocean and that he would
be happy adways.

The next day theking led hisarmy onto... to the next city. When they arrived, he rode up to the coach
in which White-thorn wasriding and said, "My lady, | am going to show you to the people here, aso, but
| want you to ride at my side on this beautiful white horse, and | want you to wear beautiful clothesand |
have brought many even more beautiful jewelsfor you to wear, and they will al weep to seethat you are
helplessin my power, because you will be so beautiful

"Oh, Your Mgesty," White-thorn said, "1 beg you not to shame me by making my people think thet |
have betrayed them. | beg you to put me back in chains, so that they will know | am your helplessdavel™

The king frowned, but then he agreed to do as she asked, and he had a golden chain made and hung
around her neck and he held the other end of it. So White-thorn rode on the beautiful white horse
through the city, and she wept bitter tearsto seetheir suffering! And dl the people saw how beautiful she
was, and how helplessin the king's power, and they all wept, too! And even some of the Horsefolk
soldiers wept, she was S0 beautiful, and so helplessin the power of the strong king!

That night she cameto histent and he jumped up and kissed her. "Oh, beautiful Princess White-thorn,"
he said. "I have conquered dl thisland and everything in it belongs to me, and dl the people must do
whatever | say, but you are the most precious to me, because you are so beautiful and so brave. | want
to bring peace to the land by making you my queen and uniting our two peoples.”

Then White-thorn wept.

"Do not weep!" theking said. "'l want to see you smile, because you have never smiled at me. Why do
you weep when | offer to make you queen over dl thisland and the land of my savage people, ds0?"

White-thorn wanted to tell him that she could never love him, big and strong and so handsome though he
was, because sheloved another man and would dways love him, even if she never saw him again, but
she was afraid that the king would then be angry with her and take out his rage on the poor people.

"Y our teersmove me greatly,” theking said. "'l will not force you against your will ever again. Will you lie
with me from choice, of your own free will?"

Then White-thorn dried her eyes. Y our Mgesty,” she proclaimed, "if it will bring peace to my land and



stop my people suffering, then | will do whatever you ask of me."

"Thisisnot enough,” theking sternly said. "Y ou must truly tell me that you love me asaman, because |
loveyou as| have never loved any woman.”

But White-thorn did not answer him, because we ladies cannot bear to tdll lies.

So the king called for his guards and had White-thorn taken back to her own tent. And while shewas
lying there, dl done, staring at the darkness and wondering whether she should marry the king to bring
peace to her people, she heard a strange noise. And then the flap of the tent opened and a man camein.

She opened her mouth to scream, and avoice in the darkness said, "Isthat you, my beloved? Isthat
White-thorn, who isever in my dreams?’

And White-thorn knew the voice and her heart dmost legped out of her breast with joy, and she said,
"Yes, that'sme. Truly are you Sea-breaker, my only love?'

"l am Searbregker,” the man said, "and | have risked death to come and find you and rescue you."

Then White-thorn jumped up from her bed— | forgot to mention that she was still respectably dressed

because she had been too unhappy to remove her beautiful gown and dl her beautiful jewels— and she
embraced Sea-bresker, and he was even taller and stronger than the king, and she loved him more than
lifeitsdlf and she thought how wonderful it would be to have Sea-breaker make love to her every night,

wedl, almost every night, | mean, instead of Vandok.

"Tel me, my darling," she sad, "how you came herein the middle of the camp of the fierce Horsefolk?!

"It isasad story, my love," Sea-breaker answered. "When | eft you, | went down to the docks to board
the ship that would take me away to safety, and then | could not bear to go, for | knew that life without
you would not beworth living. So | told the captain to sail without me, and | went back to ook for you.
But the fierce Horsefolk had taken you away before | got there, and they were burning houses and killing
people. | fought severa of them, killing them dl, but | could not find you.

"Then the enemy army rode away to Jombinaand | followed, with someloya friends. We learned that
you were the king's prisoner and we made plansto rescue you, but it has taken us al these long daysto
find away. Now we have a ship waiting, which will bear us away across the seasto safety, so that you
and | can be married and live happily ever after.”

"Then let usgo a once," White-thorn said, "because truly you are the only man | have ever loved, or will
ever love, and King Vandok isahorrible man."

Then they went out of the tent, but the night was dl bright with flaming torches, and King VVandok stood
there with hundreds of hisfiercewarriorsal around.

"Who isthisintruder?' he cried.
"] am the White-thorn'strue love," Sea-breaker shouted, and drew his sword.

"Then you must die," the king said, "because | dso love her and | will let no other man have her!” And he
drew hissword, also.



Then the two of them fought, Sea-bresker and King Vandok, while White-thorn watched in horror,
praying to the gods that the man she hated would not kill the man sheloved, and dl thefierce warriors
stood around and watched, &l so.

The king was afamous swordsman, who had dain many men and fought many battles, but Sea-breaker
was more than amatch for him. Their swords clashed and flashed in the torchlight, and they leaped
about, while dl the warriors watched, amazed at seeing such swordplay!

Then the king paused for amoment to catch his breath, panting with his exertions so that the sweat
gleamed on his heaving chest. "Truly, Sea-breaker," he sad, "'l have fought many great swordsmen and
killed them dl, but never onelikeyou!"

"That isbecause | am fighting for thewoman | love!" Sea-bresker replied. And he was very cool, and
not puffing hardly a dl!

Then they fought again and at last Sea-breaker struck the sword from the king's hand and put the point of
hisown sword at the king's heart.

"Now | will kill you!" he said, "because you have shamed my beloved.”

"Thendl my fiercewarriorswill kill you inturn and her, dso," said theking. "White-thorn, if you will tell
methat you love me, then | will spare hislifeand let him go.”

"l cannot tell such alie" Princess White-thorn cried. "1 love only Sea-breaker, and if you kill him, then |
swear that | will kill mysdf, also. Maybe you can watch me now, but you will not be able to watch me
aways, and one day | will manageto kill mysdlf, or else my heart will just bresk and | shdl fade away
and die." And she threw her arms around Sea-breaker.

"Alad" theking said. "It is| whose heart is breaking! | love you, aso, because you are so beautiful and
because you are braver than any woman | have ever known. White-thorn, | can deny you nothing. Go,
then, with this brave swordsman of yours, and may the gods make you happy."

So the king let White-thorn and Sea-breaker |eave the camp, and they galloped away to the ship, and
sailed off across the ocean together.

| hope | have pleased you, gentlemen? My tae, | mean. And ladies, of course.
8: Interlude

| felt Sck to my stomach.
The merchant was beaming proudly. Hiswife sat with downcast eyes, smirking under her lashes.

Y oung Gwill was doubled over, face in hands. Judging by the heaving of his shoulders, he was being
racked by some powerful emation.

Friedas face was expressonless, while the great oaf beside her grinned like arabid timber wolf.
The dowager had arranged her web of wrinklesinto an approving smile; the old soldier looked stunned,

asif hissword had melted in the midst of a battle; the maid wept tears of joy. | had not seen her face
properly before. She was surprisngly pretty and | might have believed that her fine-drawn features



denoted sengtivity and intelligence, were she not now so obvioudy overwhelmed by al the romantic
rubbish.

Vandok had been one of the bloodiest killersin the history of mankind. Compared with Vandok, even
his great-grandfather Hannail had been ababy bunny. At least Hannail had sacrificed only animasto
Hool.

"Thatisabsurd!" | howled. "That ispigswill! Y ou madethat al up!"

The actressooked hurt. ™Y ou mean you will swear to the truth of every word you told us before, Master
Omar?Y ou realy know what thoughts passed through the head of awoman two hundred years ago?"

"A little poetic licenseisonething, but—"

"l do not recdll,” the dowager said, "that we specified anything about truth? Entertainment was al that we
required. Thank you, Mistress Maria, for an ingpiring tle. We dl enjoyed your story... Didn't we?’

Themingrd raised his head. Tears streamed from his swollen eyes. "It was an unforgettable
performance, my lady," he croaked.

"Asl recdl thelegends," the soldier muttered, "White-thorn did gain her revenge in the end, so she must
have escaped, surely?'

"Yes" | snarled. "But | never heard tell of how she escaped.”
"Widl, now you did," the actress said triumphantly.

"It demongtrates—" Gwill sneezed. "—how light may be shed on truth in the most ast—" He sneezed
again. "—onishing places”

"It doesindeed,” | said. "Intime dl veils of ignorance and deceit are stripped away."

The actress glared as she appraised our threat; her rosebud lips drew back to show sharp little teeth. |
smiled, and Gwill tried to, but his nose and eyes were running too hard. There was no way she could
ever explain away those tattoos. Quite literally, she must keep her husband in the dark, pleading the
modesty of the nunnery, refusing to disrobe with the light on. He would not remain burgomaster of
Schloshbelsh very long if it became known that he had married awhore.

Ignorant of our unspoken conversation, he hugged her with afur-draped arm. " A wonderful story, and
beautifully told, my cherub! How about some wineto celebrate your success, my little honeycake?
Innkeeper, have you wine?'

Fritz was on hisfeet in an ingtant. "Indeed | do, my lord! | have some excellent red from the vineyards of
the monks of Abaila, and white from the d opes above Poluppo. Sweet and new, my lord, stored ina
cool place

Hal In those northern lands, and especidly in remote rurd taverns, wine tended to be both very old and
very sour, long past its best. Down in Furthlin, the vintners had discovered away of seding winein glass
bottles so it would often stay fresh for years, but the secret had not yet found itsway anywhere closeto
the Hunters Haunt. The bulge of the merchant's belly suggested that he was more familiar with beer than
wine,



Not to be upstaged, the dowager demanded some fruitcake. Frieda hurried out to attend to that, close
on her brother's hedls. | rose and shuffled over to the fireplace to refill my stein from the copper jug. |
wanted to ingpect the note in my pocket, but | was conscious of many disapproving eyes on me.

The notary favored me with aferrety scowl as | wandered back to my place besde him. "You are
compounding your felony!"

"If I anto diefor adog, then you may seel am suitably punished for this offense afterward.”
"Don't blame mefor your troubles!”

| took along draught and wondered if | dared wipe my mouth on the deeve of the doublet | was
wearing, or whether | would catch rabiesfrom it. Then | turned my attention to the pedant. He was not a
typeto excite admiration, the smal man who wraps himself in the authority of the law and believeshe has
thereby achieved majesty. His eyes wererestless asflies and as hard to catch, his noselong and coarse,
peppered with pox and blackheads, his jowlsten years lower than they should be.

"Why not? Y ou set yoursdf up asmy judge.”

Heflushed al theway to hishiretta. "1 certainly did not! | merely gave my opinion that no secular
authority clamsjurisdiction here.”

"And therefore the group of you appropriated that authority to yourselves." | took another gulp. The
mulled ale was scading, hot enough to raise asweat from my scalp to my toes, but | was disinclined to
linger over it.

"The godsjudge al men and know al men,” the clerk said gtiffly. After amoment he added, "But overt
manifestation of their omniscienceisrare.”

| noted that the wind was not wailing so loud, that the ferns on the floor no long stirred, the shutters had
amogt ceased their rattling. Climate in the Grimm Rangesis amatter of hours more than years. The sorm
might have departed, but snow and cold were still waiting out there.

A heavy tread announced the return of our host, bearing aclay flagon and two small pewter mugs. While
the merchant inspected the sed and al eyeswere on him, | pulled out the note. The stable key is on the
beam above the door, it said. | thrust it back out of sight and drained my stein while Fritz's back was
dtill turned.

Fair enough. If | was till able to walk when he had done with me, the stable would be awarm sanctuary
from the storm. But | would leave tracks. | could not replace the key without leaving the door unlocked
behind me, so in the morning he would find methere. It would not work.

| decided | would do better worrying about how | could respond to Marlas malarkey. At least one
person had dropped me astrong hint in the last few minutes.

The merchant pronounced the wine acceptable. The actress's face twisted when she tasted it, but she
agreed it was ddlicious. The dowager gracioudy alowed her maid one piece of fruitcake. Thefirewas
stoked again. The audience settled down to listen.

"Have we not had enough of the Land Between the Seas?' the old soldier suggested. "Can you tell usa



tale of some other place, Master Omar?”

"Indeed | can, Captain, and | was planning to. Mistress Mariahastold us of agallant rescue. | shdll
recount a deliverance of another sort. Harken, gentle lords and fair ladies, as| unfold for you the strange
Tae of the God Who Would Not Spesk.”

9: Omar'sResponse ActresssTale

Inthereign of the great Emir Musgtaf 11, theidand city of Algazan flourished asit never had before,
reaching a pinnacle of wealth that made it the envy of the world. Its ships reached out to lands previoudy
known only in legend, trading in rich fabrics, scented woods, pearls and jade, daves and spices, oilsand
perfumes, jewds, artifacts, and wondroudy worked ivory. Kings flocked from the mainland to marvel at
the glory of its many fine palaces and fabled gardens, merchants thronged from the ends of the earth to its
bazaars. A hundred gods dwelt within its temples. Any who dared oppose it on the shores of three
oceans, whether they be prince or pirate, were swiftly humbled by the might of itsfleet and thearmies
hired by itsgold.

But not al its avenues were paved with marble nor al its denizens dwellersin palaces. Men and women
of adozen races huddled in dums and tenements, in putrid alleysthe rich never saw. For centuries, a
human stream had trickled into the cesspits of Algazan: adventurers come to seek their fortunes, refugees
from politica oppression, malcontents yearning after their own gods. Few had prospered, most had sunk
into disma poverty. Their descendants congealed in lumps benegth the surface of society, enclaves of
foreigners existing under uneasy tolerance— digtinct from the natives, banned from the benefits of
citizenship. The Algazanians discriminated but rarely persecuted. What the foreigners did to one another
was Worse.

One was a boy named Juss. He was Algazanian by birth but not by right. His skin and hair were alittle
lighter than those of the True, his accent faulty and thereby subject to ridicule. On the day of which | shdl
gpesk, he was approaching the threshold of manhood. He checked his height frequently against the
doorpogt, and on the rare occasions when he found himsalf both unobserved and closeto amirror, he
would inspect hisupper lip init, dthough with more amusement at his own optimism than red hope of
encouragement. Hewas wiry and unusually hedlthy for the neighborhood in which helived. Hisdark eyes
were quick and bright. He smiled more than his circumstances would seem to warrant, and the few adults
aware of his existence tended to think well of him.

He was employed, after afashion, by Gozspin the Purveyor of Fresh and Nuitritious Vegetable Materials,
meaning that Juss was alowed to stand with severa other boys outside Gozspin's grubby little store from
dawn until an hour before sunset. Whenever a customer departed, having purchased some of Gozspin's
moldy roots and soggy leaves, Juss would try to outshout the othersin offering to carry them home for
her. Four or fivetimesaday his offer would be accepted. He would then follow the lady around the
bazaars until she had completed her acquisitions and he was so laden with packages that he resembled a
walking bazaar al by himsaf. Upon arriving at her door, she would grant him whatever gratuity she
deemed fitting. He was cheerful and respectful and had a sunny smile; many days he collected ten or even
twelve copper mites.

He was expected to turn over haf of them to Gozspin, and did. In return, Gozspin would alow him to
buy some of the moldiest and soggiest wares at a Sizable discount. If Juss had enough money |eft over, he
would also purchase agtale loaf from the bakery next door. After that, he had the problem of conveying
his supper, plus any remaining cash, safely home.

Helived in avery small room in avery high tenement in what was generaly known as the Godless



Quarter. To reach it, he had to passthrough the territory of the Drazdians, the Jorkobians, the Alfali, and
the Children of Wuzz. Native Algazanians were another problem atogether.

On the evening of which | tell, Juss carried one loaf, two soft mangoes, and abundle of dmost edible
spinach. Detouring up a particularly noisome aley to avoid some Jorkobian youths, he ran afoul of agang
of teenage Alfoli. When the brief encounter was over, he was bereft of histwo remaining copper mites
and had been kicked in various places for not having had more. Furthermore, hisloincloth and sandd's
reposed in the sawer, and his supper lay in the mud.

It was adiscouraging ending to ahard day, but not an unusua one. Juss gathered up his clothes and the
food and walked on. His belly hurt, hisright eye was swelling, and he had painful scrapes on hisback. It
could have been worse. He was later accosted by seven young Children of Wuzz. Concluding from his
repugnant gppearance that he was unworthy of their attentions, they let him past, promising to see him
again the next day.

Hefdt reieved but very weary when he arrived at the Mansion of Many Gods. He plodded through a
dark tunnel into the centra courtyard that held the water trough and the toilets. The sun never shone
there, except for afew minutes at noon. Those who lived on the outside of the Mansion despised those
whose abodes overlooked the smelly court. Theinsdersretorted that the streets smelled worse. The two
groups had separate stairs and walkways. Juss lived in an insde room on the seventh floor.

He washed himsdlf, his supper, and his clothesin the communa trough, then headed for the stair. Not
unexpectedly, agroup of boys mostly older than he were sitting on the bottom step, barring his path.
Severd of them were chewing dream rope. Behind them sat Flower, their current leader. They all
scowled at Juss.

"Let meby, please,” hesaid.
"Who got you thistime?' Flower demanded.
"The Emir'sguards.”

For aminute nothing more happened, but Juss was not worried. They al knew he was Ven's brother,
and in the Mansion of Many Gods that was defense enough. They didiked him because herefused to join
the gang and play his part in molesting Drazalians, Jorkobians, Alfoli, and the especialy despicable
Wuzzians

Eventudly FHower said, "Let him," and two boys wriggled aside to open a space. Juss climbed through,
dert for hands grabbing his ankles, but today there was none of that.

He climbed one flight, went dong the walkway, up the next flight...

Oldfolk sitting by their doors greeted him and he responded. He paused to talk with Moonlight, who
was growing prettier and more interesting dl the time. He had an even longer chat with Joyful and
Intrepid, his closest buddies, and they commiserated with him on his new bruises. On the fourth floor
ancient Fine-jade asked him if hewould fill her water pail for him, so heleft his supper in her careand
trotted al the way back down with the bucket. On the sixth floor, Storm-blast, who was even older,
asked Jussto take his dop bucket down and empty it, so down he went again... It took him athird of an
hour to reach the room he shared with Ven.

Someone had been rummaging in his absence, but that was not unusua. A quick check of the secret



place under the floorboards told him that it had not been discovered. That was where the treasures lived:
the book, and the money, spare clothes, and of course the family god, who kept it safe. Nothing elsein
the room had any value: two thin deeping rugs, awater pot, an old box that served as atable. None of
those had been removed.

Having divided the loaf and the other victudsinto two unequa haves, Jusstook the family god out of the
secret place and set him on the box. Then he sat down wearily on his mat and waited until Ven arrived, a
short while later. Ven had brought abag of onions.

Venwas nine years older, and consderably larger than Jusswould ever be. Like many large men, he
moved with dow diffidence, asif constantly frightened of breaking something or hurting someone. His
gray eyesand unusudly light brown hair had caused him much grief in hisyounger days among the darker
multitudes of Algazan, and he had learned then that his strength must be used with caution, even when
righteoudy provoked. His stubbly reddish beard and crooked nose made him look much fiercer than he
realy was. In troth he was astolid, deliberate young man, athough he could be fierce when roused. He
had been father and mother to Juss since their parents had died ten years earlier, and Juss worshipped
him with dl thefanatica zeal of aboy who has only onerdative in the world to love and admire.

Ven worked as aporter at the docks, puffing his great strength to good use. He frequently earned thirty
mites or more in aday, athough haf of that went to the gang boss, of course, and another fiveto the
porters guild.

The brothers smiled at each other. They asked after each other's day, and each responded that it had not
been too bad, nor especially exciting. Ven pretended not to notice Jusss swelling bruises. He remarked
that the medl looked good, athough he was a truthful man when truth wasimportant. He knelt down
before the god on his box, and Juss knelt beside him, taking comfort from his brother's nearness and
grength.

"Most Holy Father Kraw," Juss said, "we thank you for keeping us safe this day and for giving us our
food.” It was the prayer he could remember their father speaking, and he said it every evening.

The god did not reply. The god never did.

The Godless had earned their name because they never attended any of the hundred temples on the
idand. They had no need to, for every family owned its own god, like Kraw.

Kraw was adragon's tooth, old and black and about the size of both of Ven's fists together— quite
frightening if one thought about how big the dragon himself must have been.

But he never spoke. Other boystold Jussthat their family god spoke to their fathers, or even to them
sometimes, but Kraw did not speak. Still, adragon's tooth was amuch more impressive god than any
merefigure of pottery or meta or stone, and Jusswas proud of him.

They atetheir medl in slence, Jusstaking the smaller portion because he was the smaller brother. They
chewed hungrily and did not take long. They did not experience the feding of bloated satisfaction that a
large repast will give. Never having known that sensation, Jussdid not missit. Thelight from thelittle
window was fading aready and soon it would betimeto curl up on the mats. Most nights the brothers
would talk for awhilethen, in the dark. Ven would tell Juss a story about their parents, whom Juss could
barely remember. After that they would deep, preparing for another day.

There being no dishesto wash, and neither of them fedling thirsty enough to run al the way down to the



trough for adrink, Juss went to the secret place and brought out the book.

Next to Kraw himself, the book was their most precious possession. Ven had been taught to read by
their mother, more or less. He had taught Juss, aso, and in the evenings they would read the book
together. Juss was anow a better reader than Ven was, although he concealed that fact from his brother
asfar ashe could. Neither of them wastruly expert. The book was difficult; it related the history of the
land their parents had come from long ago, and it was written in the language of the Godless. Although
they spoke that tongue with their friends and neighbors, in their daily livesthey conversedin Algazanian,
which was very different. Neither brother understood much of the book.

Ven amiled an gpologetic smile and shook his head. "Not tonight,” he said. "How much money do we
have?"

Juss turned away quickly so that his sudden worry would not show. Although he aready knew the
answer, he scrabbled on his knees over to the loose plank and peered in the secret cache. "One silverfish
and four mites." There had been four slverfish afew days ago, but Ven had needed awisdom tooth
pulled. The pain of it had been driving him crazy.

He sghed. "Tomorrow is Pearl's birthday."
Jusssaid, "Oh. | didn't know."

Ven was courting the daughter of Stalwart the carter. She had hinted that his attentions were not
unpleasing, athough her mother certainly disapproved. Juss had mixed feglings about the matter and was
rather ashamed of himsdlf in consequence. He certainly wanted his brother to be happy. He could admit
now that girls were pleasant company, but they did not promote the same sense of urgency in him that
they did in Ven. He understood that he would fedl otherwise when he was older. Of courseit would be
years before Ven could save up enough money to raise the matter of marriage. A birthday gift wasa
more immediate problem.

"l said | would go out thisevening,” Ven muttered.
Jusstried not to show hisfear. "l will come with you and watch.”

"No you won't! | fed distracted if you are around, you know that! Now don't worry and don't get into
mischief. I'll bedl right.” With those words, Ven jumped up and strode quickly out, before Juss could
gtart arguing. Juss was much better at arguing than he was.

They could not live on Ven'sdaily earnings, not even with what Juss now contributed. They had dmost
starved when their parentsdied. All the family possessions had been logt in the fire the authorities had
used to cleanse the Godless Quarter of pestilence. In those days Ven had been too young to earn a
man's wages, dthough he had been big for hisage. They had survived because Ven could earn money
fighting. He had started with boys matches, the preliminary eventsto titillate the spectators and start the
bets flowing. Now hefought in main events. Sometimes he won as much astwo or three slverfishin an
evening.

"He has never been serioudy hurt yet!" Juss said firmly, knowing that he was speaking to an empty room.
But what would happen to the two of them if he ever was serioudy hurt?

The thought wasterrifying. Without that extramoney the brothers would be forced to give up their home
and move into squalid communal quarters. Without it there could never belittle presentsfor girlfriends or



hope of marriage. The only aternative would be crime of some sort— FHower's gang for Juss, worse for
Ven. Sadly, an honest living for alaborer in Algazan was not aliving.

Men did get serioudy hurt at the fights, even died sometimes. Ven himsalf had once knocked out an
opponent's eye and had refused to fight for months after that, athough he had been promised red gold if
he could manageto do it again.

Already on hisknees, Juss spun around to face the box. He touched his head to the floor and said, "Holy
Father Kraw, pleaselook after Ven tonight and keep him safel”

"l cannot.”

Juss straightened up dowly. Even more dowly, he looked around the room. What he saw waswhat he
expected to see, and it was more frightening than agang of the Children of Wuzz would have been.
Nobody. Four walls, two mats, one box... everything asit should be.

It might be one of his pasin the tenement playing tricks on him, but it had not sounded like aboy's voice.
No, nor even Intrepid's new baritone that he was so proud of when it worked right.

"Who spoke?" Juss quavered.
"l did."

It sounded like avery large voice, a huge voice, but agreat way off. Juss suppressed afrantic need to
race downdairsto the urinas.

"Who a-a-are you?' he asked the empty room.
"I am Kraw, your god."

Jusssforehead hit the floor with an audible bump. Histeeth chattered wildly and his skin went cold all
over.

"Why are you frightened?' the voice inquired, sounding amused. "I am your god. Y ou are my son. Y ou
have nothing to fear from me, nothing a dl.”

"You... You never spoketo me beforel™

"Y ou never spoke to me when we were aone, that's why. Besides, now you are old enough to
understand. Almost old enough, anyway."

Juss sneaked alook with one eye. The big black tooth was just the same as dways. He had half
expected to see amisty dragon shape around it, or something, but there was just the tooth. "Why don't

you spesk to Ven?'

"Because heisnot mine,” the god said patiently. ™Y ou are mine. Only you can worship meand | will
speak to no other.”

"But Venismy brother!”

"Heisyour haf brother. Y ou are Sure-justice of Kraw. | am Kraw, the god of your father and hisfather



and very many fathers before them. | suppose | would not be too angry if you referred to yourself oncein
awhile as Sure-justice of Verl, dthough you had better not make a habit of it. Verl was your mother's
god. She has no other children left but you two, so | would not mind sharing you with her. A little of you,
that is. Oncein awhile," the god rumbled, sounding less certain.

A very misty light dawned in the boy's befogged brain. "Our mother? She was married to another before
my father?'

The god sighed. "In amanner of speaking. Y our father knew that Cold-vengeance was son—"
"Wha?'

"Ven, you little goose! Hisreal nameis Cold-vengeance. Sea-breaker knew that he was not hisfather,
but he accepted him. | did not, so tell your half brother—"

"Why not?'

The dragon rumbled ferocioudy. "Juss! Y ou do not interrupt gods. Especially when they are explaining.
Gods do not like explaining.”

Juss had his nose on the floor again.
"Now," said the god, "wherewas | ?"
"Y ou were—"

"Yes, | know, Juss! The question was hypotheticd. Tell Cold-vengeance that he must not to try to
worship me. Tell him gently. He can call himself Cold-vengeance of Verl if hewants.”

"But whereishisgod, Verl, then? Our mother's god?"
"Very far away, but | think safe.”
"I don't understand!”

Kraw chuckled. Even at avery great distance, adragon chuckle was not alaughing matter, and Juss felt
acool breeze chill hisskin.

"Bring the book, Sure-judtice.”
Juss obeyed quickly.
"Turn to the end. Now back up afew pages— until | say to stop..."

Juss sat on the floor with the book spread open on hislegs, and apparently Kraw could read even from
where he was on the box, athough the light was fading fast from thelittle room. The pages of the book
were not numbered, but the god told Juss how to find the passage he wanted, and then had him read it,
prompting him when he ssumbled over aword. The handwriting was very bad near the end of the book.
Juss had avoided it in the past for that reason, and also because the story was so sad. It began cheerfully
enough, with Morning-star raising the banner of freedom and chopping off King Grosail's head on his
own throne, Then it grew darker.



Theroom grew darker and the story grew darker: the failure of the revolution, the terrible vengeance of
Vandok, White-thorn... Some of the details were gruesome. Ven never let Juss read bits like those.

"That will do," thegod said at last. Y ou have heard of Morning-star before.

"Yes, Father." Juss did the heavy book off his shinswith rdlief.

"And how do the peoplefed about him?"

A boy who rarely knew afull ssomach found political affairs of faraway landsto be of very margind
importanceto hislife. He had not listened much. " Some of them curse him?' he said uncertainly. "Others
say we need another Morning-star to stand up and try again?"

"Very good, Sure-justice! The story in that book is not complete. Morning-star's daughter escaped.”
"Good!" Jussgrinned to hear that. The brutdity bits had made him fed queasy.

" She escaped here, to Algazan. But she changed her name. Why?'

"Um. Because some people didn't gpprove of what her father had done? They might have hurt her?”

The god chuckled again, and thistime the sound was less frightening. "Ah, you are asharp little claw! But
that iswhat we should expect of ason of White-thorn, isn't it?"

"White-thorn was... But then Morning-dtar... My grandfather? My mother? And Ven's?'

"And Ven's, dso. Think, my son! You are clever. Y ou are more clever than Ven. Think before you ask
any more."

Juss sat back and leaned his chin on his hands for awhile, unconscioudy stating a the god in away no
mortal could have endured without squirming, athough dragon teeth gpparently do not mind. Juss thought
thingsthrough in hisclever, patient way, until eventudly he said, "Why did she name him
Cold-vengeance?'

"Why do you think, my son?"

"Because he was Morning-star's grandson! So that Ven would lead the next revolution and drive out the
Horsefolk and kill King VVandok! Will he?"

"Hecantry."

And why Sure-justice? Suddenly very excited, Juss scrabbled onto his knees so he could touch his head
to thefloor again. "Mogt Holy Father, can | hep him try?"

The god sighed. "If youwish to. Frankly, | don't think Ven will get very far without help, and who will
help him but you?'

"Itismy fight, dso, isit not?"

"Yes" thegod sad. "Yes, itis. Areyou ready to start tonight?"



Juss jumped up. Hiskneestrembled but he said, "Y es, Father."

"Then wrap mein your spare cloth and take me with you. Y ou must go and tell dl thisto a man who may
help you. If he doesn't, | don't know who will, and your cause is hopeless."

So Juss wrapped the god up safely and ran down the stairs and out into the city night. He never returned
to the Mansion of the Many Gods.

10: The Second Judgment

"That isridiculoud" the dowager snapped. "That isonly haf astory!"

"| promised you atale of ddiverance,” | protested. "I cannot tell you what happened next because | don't
know. | can guess, roughly, but | never recount mere guesses, only undoubted truth.”

"Wdl, who was the man he went to?"

"Eventhat | do not know for certain. Hisrea name was not divulged to me, only anickname, lest it put
certain peoplein danger.”

Nine pairs of eyesregarded me skepticdly.

"Thiswas two hundred years ago," the minstrel croaked, fear of the uncanny starting to shinein his
swollen eyes.

| saw that | had been indiscreet. "Forgive me. | meant that the name was not revealed to the person to
whom the story was firgt told, and hence has not been passed down to us.”

"Contemptible!™ the merchant growled. The wine had given hisflabby face an even ruddier glow than
before. "I detest storytellerswho leave you dangling over an abyss and demand more money before they
will tell you the next episode.”

"Sodo ! | agreed heartily. "It isvery unprofessiona behavior. Unscrupulousin the extreme! However,
inthiscase, | had no choice. | do not know the next episode. Does anyone?’

Therewasalong slence.

| had wagered everything on the hint | detected earlier, in the hope of learning that next episode— | can
never resist the opportunity to hear agood tale, and | had been waiting for this one for two... too long.
But had it been ahint, or merely adip of the tongue? If the person in question refused to talk, then | had

lost my gamble.

The old soldier cleared histhroat and straightened himsdlf on the bench. "I may bein possession of some
relevant information.”

| Sghed with relief. "Then | beg you to discloseit. | have wondered about thisfor avery long time."

"Fah!" the merchant growled. "The wind has dropped. It istimefor godly folk to take themselves off to
bed— don't you agree, my little lovebird?’



Hiswife smiled automatically and then stole aworried glance in my direction.

"Take the miscreant, innkeeper,” her husband rumbled, heaving himself to hisfeet with agresat effort.
"Break every bonein hisbody for al | care. Come, woman. Duty calls, what?' He chuckled drunkenly.

Fritz smiled hungrily at me and flexed hishands.
"How about alittle bedtime story?' | suggested.
The mingrel whistled afew bars of apopular dancetune...

"Er, beloved?' the actress said, resisting her husband's urging. "1 do so want to hear afew moretales,
darling! | mean, if the noble captain has something to tell us, it would only be polite for usto stay and
listen, wouldn't it? Just one more? Oh, we haven't finished the wine yet! We musin't wasteiit, after you
spent o much money onit.”

That argument made the fat man pause. With agrowl, he sagged back into his chair and reached for the
flagon. " A couple of quick nightcaps, then."

The dowager had been frowning at this discussion with rank disapproval. She turned her basilisk stare on
the mingtrel and then on me.... and findly on the soldier at her side.

"Y ou wish to engagein thisfrivolity, Captain? It is hardly the place to reved anything of aprivate nature.”

There was a hint there, anuance about as subtle as arapier through the gizzard. My bdlief that he was
her hired guard had just been confirmed.

The old warrior was not intimidated. He nodded curtly, then swung around to fix me with his raptor eyes.
Hewas old but sill dangerous— like hisleather jerkin, scuffed and worn but still serviceable. Such aman
would not wear asword were heincapable of widldingit. At last heran fingers over his close-cut slver
hair. "Many ancient legendstell of avagrant storyteller by the name of Omar, aman who turnsupin

many places and at many—"

"I have heard them." | gave him my most disarming smile. "Myth begets myth, Captain. Many a
rapscallion has taken that name just because of the legends, and thus generated another. | didn't. | was
Omar before | was atrader of tales— but mayhap the tradition influenced my choice of career.”

"Y ou do not grow old and then young again, to and fro forever?'

"l have heard that part of it. It would be hard to make friends when going the wrong way, no? But you
should not take such drive serioudly, Captain. Remember, many stories are more convincing whentold in
thefirgt person. In histale, Minstrel Gwill told us of one Omar. White-thorn gave her god into the
keeping of astranger who sounded suspicioudly like another, yes? Now, were lessfirmly corseted with
scruples, | might have related that incident asif | had been there, had actualy been that man... Thisis
how legends grow, Captain.”

He continued to gaze at me asif | were a prospective battlefield.

| began to wilt, although | could not remember the last time a mere stare had discomfited me. "Do | teke
it that the second round of the contest has been decided in my favor?'



Fritz scowled mightily.

"Apparently no oneisready to deliver you to justice yet," the dowager agreed, glancing around to seeif
anyone dared to disagree with her.

No onedid. Gwill flashed me an approving grin in the midst of his sneezing. The maid studied her hands.
The notary seemed close to deep.

Somewhere outs de there was a sudden crack!
The actress jumped. "What was that?'

"Frogt, malam." Fritz glanced at me to make sure | understood the implications. "When the wind drops,
the temperature beginsto fal. We are very high here. That noise was atree splitting in the sudden cold.”

Marlasaid, "Oh!" and took asip of her wine. Her face went rigid with the effort of swallowing the muck.
"Itislate!" the dowager announced sternly. "I trust you can be quick, Captain?”'

At last heturned his gaze from me, asif satisfied. "l shall be asbrief as| can, my lady. | an generdly a
man of few words, asyou know." He reached deep insde hisdoublet. "All my life, | have been afree
sword, amercenary. | have fought for good causes and bad, although | tried to choose the good
whenever circumstances permitted.” He produced asmall package wrapped in what seemed to be
brown slk. "My nameis not of consequence... No, to be more truthful, my name was once of great
consequence. My father abandoned it, lest he bring disrepute upon nobler members of our house. Asa
youngster taking up the professon of arms, | became known by afoolish nickname, Tiger.' | did not
disavow it, of course, and it stuck. | am atoothless old pussycat now, | fear, but ill remembered as
Captain Tiger in some parts.

"Perhaps my constant companion here may have encouraged the practice, although very few persons
have ever seenit." He held out his hand with the cloth opened upon it, and upon the cloth lay asmal
carving, little larger than one of hisown big thumbs.

Weadl leaned forward to peer at this gem. It seemed to be carved from amber, for it glowed in the
firdight. It had no gtripes, of course, and yet the shape was undoubtedly that of atiger, prone, but with its
head raised asif some noise had just roused it from deep. The eyeswereinset with tiny green gems. In
the right market it would have brought a man comfort or even luxury for therest of hisdays. I, for one,
was seized by afierce desireto reach out and touchit.

The actresswas the first to speak. She seemed awed, and | did not think she was dissembling. "Isthat
one of these gods we have been hearing about?"

"In these parts| would call him amascot, my lady. HisnameisBargar. Heis not the original, of course.
When my father, being the youngest of many brothers, set off to find hisfortunein far lands, the origina
Bargar foretold that he would never return to the ancestra hearth, and permitted a copy to be made.”

"Doesit... talk toyou?"

The leathery old man smiled noncommittally and wrapped the amber tiger away initscloth. "I havelived
along lifefor aprofessional soldier, my lady. My good fortune has been remarked on more than once."



Whatever his merits asawarrior, he certainly had the makings of ateller of tales. Even the fat merchant,
sorawled back in his chair like arolled-up quilt, was blinking attentively.

Thetiger was returned to its secret abode. Another tree trunk cracked in the forest like a sharp stroke of
thunder, and thistime | heard afaint echo from the cliff acrossthe valley. The soldier gestured for Fritz to
refill his stein and the innkeeper jumped to obey.

"Asto the matter Master Omar was narrating... Many years ago, | had occasion to visit my father's
homeland, and naturally | called upon the current head of the family to pay my respects. At first | was
regarded with some suspicion. When | produced my little Bargar, of course, | was welcomed with joy
and great hospitality. | was even presented to the original Bargar— and yes, he spoketo me! It wasa
very moving experience.”

With asuperb sense of timing, the soldier paused then to take aswalow of de. He chuckled. "My
so-gplendid relations found me arather rough companion, | fear. | did not fit well into their balls and
banquets, and my conversation was more direct than they favored among themselves. But | struck up a
friendship with a couple of the younger sons, who took me off hunting. That was more to my taste, and
moreto my abilities, dso. We got dong famoudy then.

"Our journey led us eventually to the ancestral home itself, amoldering old pile now lost in the woods.
There, one night, | was shown some rather curious documents.”

| sat up Sraighter.
Captain Tiger noted the movement and smiled drolly. "May | offer you astein of de, Master Omar?"

| accepted gratefully. Fritz went to draw it— arather skimpy measure. Having teased us enough, the old
rogue resumed his ory.

"Oneof my... cousns, | supposethey were... the younger of my new friends, anyway, wasindiscreet
enough in his cups one night to remark that, for al their airs and graces, for al their titlesand orders and
ribbons, my grand relations were every one descended from amere soldier of fortune like mysdlf. He
found that fact inexpressibly amusing. At least, that night he did. Eventualy he went away to some distant
attic and returned with a very decrepit wooden box. It was Algazanian work, ibex and cheetahs... no
metter.

"Within this box reposed memoirs written by the founder himsdf. They wereincomplete. Many sheets
had been lost and many were so faded asto beillegible, but parts were quite detailed. Over the next few
days... | should mention | had sprained an ankle. Long reading is not my favored occupation, but | was
temporarily housebound and so | worked my way through most of the pile. And some of it was certainly
interesting SUff.

"It confirmed much of what Master Omar just told us, even in detail. My ancestor's full name, for
example, was Great-memory of Bargar, but the exilesin Algazan found these cumbersome names
inappropriate and subject to ridicule. They shortened them, asyou said. As| am Tiger, hewasknown as
Memo.

"When young, he had fought in Morning-star's failed revolution. He was wounded, athough not serioudly.
He escaped from Kylam in the very same ship as Sea-breaker.”

Therest of usal looked at the actress. | was surprised to see she had enough shame left to blush. |



waited eagerly to hear the true story of White-thorn's escape from Vandok's torments, but it did not
come. Either those details had not been included in Captain Tiger's mysterious box, or he wastoo
respectful of the actresss fedingsto discuss the subject further.

"So Master Omar |eft us dangling over the abyss, as HisHonor putsit. | have read an eyewitness
account of ameeting that transpired that night. | shal report it aswell as my memory serves. If you
require atitle, then | suppose thiswould be caled the Ta e of the Improbable Pretender.”

11: The Soldier's Tale

At twenty-five, Memo had been apenniless exile on crutches. At fifty he was an honored citizen, famous,
wedthy, and miserable. Or if not quite miserable, then discontented. Unsatisfied.

He had been fortunate, perhaps too fortunate. He knew of hundreds who had fled his homeland at the
sametime as he. They included men of skill and wit, men of courage and character, but very few had
prospered as he had. He enjoyed respect and reputation, aluxurious home with many servants. He loved
hiswife and daughter and received their lovein return.

If he had achieved dl this by courage, exertion, and endurance— or even by smple fortune, chance flight
of arrow or stroke of sword in battle— then he could take some pridein it, but hefeared it had al been a
blessing from Bargar. If S0, then he was grateful, and that was not enough.

Just before Memo had arrived on theidand, the Emir had approved an expansion of the Algazanian
Foreign Legion. On the sirength of his experience fighting the Horsefolk and the wound he had received
at Mill Creek, Memo was accepted into the ranks. He proved himself brave, loya, and obedient, but he
a0 pad heed to hisfamily god, whose warnings frequently steered him aside from degth or disaster. In
the next twenty years he rose to the uppermost ranks of the Emir'sarmy, leading the Algazanian forcesto
victory on more than onefield.

At some point he found the time to woo and win the daughter of a prominent merchant. Their marriage
was dill ajoy to them. Memo sometimes wondered if his many long absences had hel ped there— if the
two of them had never been long enough together to grow bored. But at least he had not worn out his
wifewith childbearing as most men did.

Now hewastoo old to be a soldier; he had no other skills. Trumpets announced his entry when he chose
to vigt the Emir's palace, but he detested the intrigues of court. His brothers-in-law ran the family
business competently. If they were no more than average honest in their dealings with outsiders, till they
did not chest their Sster, SO money was no problem.

At fifty Memo could hope for another ten years of life, or even more. What was he to do with it?

Free hishomeland, said his conscience. The tales from the Land Between the Seas were heartrending.
Vandok the Ruthlessruled it till, striking down any who might ever thresten him-even, it was said, many
of hisown sons. Hiskillersroamed a will across the country, randomly ravaging and daying, competing
in arocity. The surest way to the king's favor was to perpetrate some new horror upon the population
south of the ranges, or at least stir up a desperate revolt that would provide sport for the army. Month
after month, gangs of youths and maidens were led north in chainsto be sacrificed to Hool.

The seven citieslay in ruins, the countryside was devastated. Foreign merchants shunned the ports,
because the people could offer nothing in trade. The only exceptions were davers, who had only to open
their hatches to have the holdsfilled with eager volunteers.



The exilesin Algazan provided what help they could, but it wasinsgnificant. Few of them had money to
gpare. Once in awhile they would charter a ship and offer free transportation overseas-not often to
Algazan itsdlf, for the Emir reasonably feared the flood that would have ensued had he permitted it. Even
thisamal effort wasrarely akindness. Thelot of the emigrantsin whatever land they reached waslikely
to be little better than serfdom. That was well known, and yet vessels had foundered in the harbors under
the weight of refugees clambering aboard.

Not everyone had fled or would flee if given the chance. Memo knew of severa inhabitants of the Land
Between the Seas who were distantly related to him. He had offered them refuge and been declined; he
had done what he could to help them, athough gold never arrived safely.

Alwaysthe exilestalked of gathering an army of liberation and invading the Land to drive out the
barbarians, but such a campaign would need far greater resources than they could ever muster.
Moreover, no one could serioudly believe that the attempt would succeed. Vandok was too expert a
tyrant and Hool too strong agod.

Thus, afew days after hisfiftieth birthday, Great-memory of Bargar, known as Memo to hisfamily and
friends, to the government as Memo Pasha, was arestless, uneasy man.

Late one night, having bade farewel| to the friends he had been entertaining, he paced hishousein
darkness, unable to rest. Hiswife had long since gone to bed. Asaways, the talk that night had been of
the sufferings of the Land Between the Seas. As dways, the news had been bad. Asaways, the
solutions suggested had been wild-eyed and impracticable. Memo Pasha had seen enough causesin his
time to know a hopeless one, and every plan proposed at the table had been more desperate than the
one before.

A man could not pace forever. He came at last to his study and the niche where Bargar resided. It was
time for bed, and hence time to say his nightly prayer. He sank down to hisknees, as he had done so
many times before, and he made offering as he had seen hisfather do, long ago. Where hisfather had
offered copper, Memo now offered gold, adding the coin to seven aready lying there before the god's
paws. Sometimes the hoard would increase to a score or more, but sooner or later Bargar would speak
on the matter, ordering Memo to buy hiswife anew coach with it, or impose sudden wedlth on acertain
beggar, or any one of adozen inexplicable things. It was the god's gold to do with as he pleased.

When the nightly offering was over, Memo would spesk of his gratitude and his unhappiness. Always he
would end with the smple prayer: "Tdl me how | can help them, Most Holy Father.”

Sometimes the god would answer, sometimes he would not-gods and tigers both tend to be
unpredictable. When he did reply, the reply would dways be much the same: "I am your god, my son,
not the god of your people. You | can guard and prosper, they are not my concern. | cannot stand
againgt Hool, for I am only alittle god. Smal gods should not strive to be great gods-your ancestors
discovered thefally of that. Be content with the passing pleasures of life."

That night Memo stubbornly spoke his prayer again: "Tell me how | can help them, Most Holy Father.”

That night Bargar said smply, "Go out to your gate and find the boy who iswaiting there. Bring himiin,
hear him, and believe."

Helooked about thirteen or fourteen years old-skinny as afishing pole, not notably clean, but seemingly
bright and hedlthy. He wore agrubby loincloth and clutched asmall bundlein his puny amsasif it were



more precious than the Emir's crown. His hair hung in tangles around his pinched features, one eye was
puffed and discolored from ablow. He stood in the light of Memo's lantern, grinning up a him, gasping
huge breaths asif he had been running, but Memo had been observing him for several minutes through
the spy hole and knew that the lad had not been running. He had been sitting cross-legged in the dirt asif
content to St there dl night. He might have been therefor hours.

"Pasha, | wastold to come and see you!" He spoke with a childish treble, in the tongue of the Godless.
"Who are you and who told you?'

"l am Juss, Pasha. Sure-justice of Kraw ismy red name. And Kraw told me."

Kraw? Memo had a vague remembrance of agod by that name, but could not recall whose he had been.
"Then you had best comein, Sure-justice. | am Great-memory of Bargar." Kraw? Kraw?

The youngster had caked blood on his back. He had obvioudy been in afight recently. He stank of
onions. He knew enough to remove his sandas a the house door, although they could not have been
dirtier than hisfeet.

Viewed under the many lamps of the study, he seemed even bonier and grubbier than before, and the nits
in his hair showed. His eyes were huge with wonder as he ingpected the furniture, the rugs, the pictures,
the drapes. His gaze came to rest on the niche with its amber tiger and its gold. He bowed to it and then
shot aworried glance at Memo, wondering if he had offended.

"Bargar, my god,” Memo said. "Hetold meto bring you in and hear what you have to say, Sure-justice.”
The gamin grinned with delight, his adult teeth seeming far too large for hisemaciated face. "Then perhaps
my god has been speaking with your god, Pasha? Holy Kraw never spoke to me before tonight and
what-"

"Wait!" Memo laughed. " Serious businesstakestime. Y ou St..." He chose a plain wooden chair that
could be washed later and pulled it forward. "...here. Now, may | offer..." Wine would knock the kid
out cold. Food? Of coursefood! "I will order something for you to eat. What would you like?!

Already perched on the chair, the boy just gaped at him.

"Comeon!" Memo sad. "What would you like mogt?'

Sure-justice of Kraw glanced around the room again and whispered, "Meat?" asif he were asking for the
Emir'sthrone. Helicked hislips.

Memo reached for the bell rope. "When wasthe last time you tasted meet?"
"Don't remember. Had fish last summer, twice!"

"Mm. May | ask what you are carrying?'

"Kraw, Pasha. He said to bring him."

Memo had just settled on achair-a padded silk one-but he sprang to hisfeet at that news. To bring two
gods into one room was generaly regarded as disrespectful at best and unwise a worst, dthough it



seemed that in this case the gods themsalves had arranged this meeting. He wondered what correct
protocol could be in such asituation. Nobody crowded atiger.

"Perhaps he should be unwrapped and put in aplace of honor. That shelf?"

Nodding eagerly, the boy proceeded to unwrap the cloth and revea what appeared to be ablack rock.
"Kraw'sadragon'stooth!" he said proudly. Helaid it on the shelf, bowed to it, then hurried back to his
sedt.

Nobody crowded dragons, either. What a combination!

A suspicioudy deepy-looking servant knelt in the doorway. Memo ordered mesat and bread, sweet
cakes and fruit-nothing rich, just smple and plentiful, enough for two men. And quickly. Then he sat back
and smiled at the bright dark eyes. The boy would burst if he was not alowed to speak soon.

"Now, Sure-justice of Kraw, what did your god instruct you to tell me?"

Words exploded out of the boy, wordsthat in two or three minutes turned his listener'sworld on its
head. Sea-breaker of Kraw! Of course!

Memo did not have time to absorb one revel ation before another lit the sky. Asaboy, he had fought in
Sea-bregker'stroop at Mill Creek. They had fled into exile on the same ship, but in those days
Sea-breaker had been amagistrate's son and Great-memory merely afarmer's. A year or more later, on
returning from hisfirst campaign with the Legion, Memo had heard quiet rumorsthat Morning-star's
daughter had escaped and was in Algazan, also. He had even heard her mentioned as one of the
casudtiesin the Great Pestilence, ten years ago. Nothing more, nothing since.

Hear, hisgod had told him, and believe.

"And he said you would help, Pashal" The tale was ended, the boy staring at Memo with agonies of hope
racking hisface. Despite the hour, the magjordomo himself now stood in the doorway to indicate that the

supper was ready.

"Come and eat, Sure-justice, while | think." Memo conducted his young guest through to the dining
room. "Sit down. Tell the man what you want to start with. Water thewinewdl, Mustair. Some of the
red for me."

The pashawas famousfor his hospitality. When the pasha said "enough for two men,” his staff would
interpret that to mean that they would be shamed and disgraced if any two men in Algazan, hand-picked
for their capacity, could possibly find the offering insufficient. The boy stared in totdl disbelief at the
|oaded boards, the golden dishes, then hesitantly pointed at a platter hegped with fat pork. The footman
lifted it close, expecting to serve afew dicesfromit. As soon asit came within reach, Juss scooped up
the entire contents with both hands and crammed them into his mouth.

Hear and believel

Memo had heard. Memo could believe the tale-indeed he was satisfied that traces of Sea-breaker's
features showed in that starving ragamuffin. Memo could believe that awar of liberation led by a
grandson of Morning-star would have avastly greater chance of successthan just any old uprising.
Uprisings were ten apenny under Vandok. He encouraged them. But could Memo believe that it would
succeed? Could he believe that it would help the people? Another failure like Morning-star'swould turn



the land to desart.

The next move, obvioudy, wasto locate the older brother, the unschooled longshoreman who was the
designated Liberator. Theway Kraw and Bargar seemed to be cooking things up between them, Memo
had been granted the job of training this unknown laborer into a patriot hero and war-winning generd.

That'll teach me to complain to a tiger!

Memo ordered his coach made ready and his guards alerted. He paid his staff well; if he demanded
sarvicein the middle of the night, that was no more than hisdue.

The boy had reported that the elder brother was prizefighting at the Snakepit, the most notorious divein
the dockside area. Full marksfor courage, low marksfor brains! Admittedly that was not a sissy'sway
of spending an evening, but what about leadership, charisma, the totality of the dozen character traitsa
successful revolutionary must display? A son of Morning-star's daughter could be expected to have
courage. In fact White-thorn's legend might be even more of an asset than her father's. And the boy's
father, Sea-br-No...

Great-memory of Kraw amost dropped hiswine goblet.
"How oldisVen, did you say?'
Juss gulped down afigtful of something. "Twenty-three, Pasha. Hell be twenty-four in two months.”

Servants were rushing in with more dishes. Thekid had cleared thefirst ot completely. Hewould
probably be violently ill inafew minutes, dl over the rugs. Memo was feding dmost that way himsdf, as
if acamd had kicked himinthebelly.

"Did your god tdll you who Ven'sfather was?'
Still chewing, Juss shook his head, but the frightened expression in his eyes showed that he suspected.
Even adragon would not want to break that sort of news.

The Snakepit was dready emptying, its patrons staggering aong the alley in awelter of drunken argument
and singing: losers and winners respectively. Memao's guards closed in around their employer and forced
away through the raucous, stinking mob, then convoyed him downstairsto acdllar, amost dark now,
suffocatingly opague with tallow fumes. Not afew bodieslay amid the litter and overturned benches,
mogt of them snoring heavily.

Juss screamed and rushed over to a corner where agroup of six or seven men and boys had been laid
out to mend. Two or three had recovered enough to Sit up. One lay with hishead at an impossible angle
and would never move again. They had dl given their customers good value, and most looked asif they
had been marched over by the entire Algazanian army.

By thetime Memo arrived, Jusswas frantically embracing the largest of them, heedless of what he was
doing to hisnew garments.

That first sght of Cold-vengeance settled any doubts about the older brother's paternity. Hisfairish hair
and reddish beard were unmistakabl e evidence of Horsefolk blood in hisveins, and Vandok was
reported to be avery large man. The rest of Cold-vengeance's appearance was distinctly discouraging.



He was a dazed and bloody ruin. Breathing obvioudy hurt him; hisface and hands were pulp. Even with
help, he had trouble standing. He peered at Juss asif unable to recognize this beaming, happy youth.

Sighing at the thought of the new upholstery he had just had ingtalled in his coach, Memo sent arider
home with ordersto find adoctor.

Juss began to explain to his brother. Then he changed tactics and blatantly ordered the giant to trust him
and do ashewastold. Ven accepted that insolence meekly-astonishingly so. Even granted that he was
not completely conscious, his deferenceto adip of aboy hinted that Juss was going to be the brains of
thefamily, if hewasn't dready. It was Memo'sfirst inkling that he had been given two pupils, not one.

By the time he had brought his charges home, dawn was breaking and the house wasin turmoil. Even his
wifewas up and dressed and demanding explanations, which he refused to give.

The doctor examined the fighter with distaste. Concussion, extensive bruising, loss of blood, cracked
ribs, and broken fingers... Ven even had two broken toes, so his opponent had not escaped unscathed.

Memo ordered him washed and del oused, bandaged, fed, and put to bed. Mustair had prepared two
roomsfor the guests, but Jussingsted on sharing with his brother, and took the family god in with them,
aso. Memo sent everyone off about his duties, usng much the same technigque on hiswife that the boy
had used on his brother. Peace returned.

Then he shut himself in his study and touched hisforehead to thefloor. "Most Holy Father, isheredly the
son of Vandok and White-thorn?"

No reply.
"Am | expected to turn that dockside lout into arevolutionary?"
Silence. Godsdid not explain.

"Holy Father, the people will never trust him! He does not look like one of us! He can barely spesk the
language intdligibly. He is uneducated, ignorant, probably smplel”

More silence. Tigerswere stubborn.

Desperate now, Memo said, "I grant you, Father, that heisafighter. | can teach him to use asword, but
whatever brains he had to start with have al been knocked out of him already!"

At that Bargar growled, a blood-chilling sound Memo had heard only once beforein hislife. He
apologized abjectly and hurried off to bed.

Heleft hisgueststo their own devicesfor three days.

The doctors had prescribed rest and alight diet for the invalid. On thefirst day, Mustair reported that the
two brothers were consuming more food than the entire staff of the mansion. Memo told him not to
skimp, and include lots of red met.

On the second day, Mustair passed word that the older brother was fretting about his sweetheart.

"Tdl him to write anote and we shdl seeit isdelivered,” Memo said, being fairly sure that neither brother



could write. "Meanwhile, can you lay alittle temptation in his path? Nothing blatant, of course... A
couple of youngish... Pretty... | mean, if they understand that they will be rewarded...?"

Being a perfect mgordomo, Mudtair frequently knew his employer's mind before he did. With no change
of expresson at dl, he said, "As the Pasha has commanded, so it is.”

Being a perfect mgjordomo, Mustair dso knew the difference between gossip and relevant information.
On thethird day, he reported that the bait had been taken and the other girl sent back to her normal
duties. With the merest hint of asmile, he added that the man had almost certainly been avirgin.

The note never appeared.

In retrospect, the fighter's injuries were a blessing. He was incapable of working, which meant that
Memo's miraculous intervention had saved him from starvation. The brothers might redlize that they were
effectively injail, but the dternative was far worse. They would not have been human had they been able
to resist the sudden luxury, food in an abundance they had never known, respite from labor and worry.

Three days would give Jusstime to break the newsto his brother that hisfather had been the monstrous
Vandok.

They gave Memo timeto plan awar.

To mount an invasion he would need money, weapons, fighters, and ships. An uprising of the population
would need money, weapons, and leadership. Both would need superb intelligence and perfect timing,
and those in turn required an organized underground in the Land itself. Both! That was where the endless
dinner table chatter had gone astray. The would-be plotters had never stood back far enough from the
problem to appreciate the sheer size of it, the scale, thetimeit would take.

Memo had the ear of the Emir, friendsin the palace and the army, rlativesin the Algazanian mercantile
community. If it could be done at dl, then he was the oneto do it. Most important, he now had the
grandsons of Morning-star asfigureheadsto rally the people.

After three days hard thought, he decided that it looked possible, from a purely secular point of view. It
would take at least five years. Vandok himself was aging and he alowed no obvious successor to thrive,
30 someday there might be a chanceto profit from adisorderly successon. Memo could raiseand train
an army in exile and aresistance movement in place. He could strike in winter when the passes were
closed: Morning-star's primary error had been to underestimate the speed of the Horsefolk's response.

But that was the secular view. Memo could do nothing about Hool, the god of Vandok. History proved
that the little gods of the people could not withstand Hool.

Redidticaly, therefore, the whole thing wasimpaossible.
Memo did not think he could explain that to atiger.

On the morning of the fourth day, he summoned the sons of White-thorn to ameeting in his garden,
which was private and informal. He ordered that they be clad in the garb of their ancestors, so that he
could see how they would look to the peopleif he did decide to proceed. Knowing that they would feel
awkward init, he dressed the same way himsdlf, athough he had not donned motley more than five or six
times since he cameto Algazan. He discovered that he had either lost the knack or lost athird hand,
which seemed to be essential. He had to call on hisbody servant for assistance. Even then, he had an



unessy feding that it would dl fal off him if he made one rash move,

He had arranged three chairsin a secluded arbor, with refreshments laid out on a table between them and
asmdler table placed at the side. He brought Bargar out to lie on that, so the god could listen to the
discussion.

Memo rose to hisfeet as the brothers approached a ong the path. The boy's sharp eyes noticed the god;
he bowed to him first, then to his host. The man copied him, afraction of asecond later each time.

Memo was astonished by the improvement in the boy. Juss had dready lost some of his keleta thinness,
and inthe clear light of day his quick intelligence was obvious. With the dight frame and dark coloring of
his race, Sure-justice was a believable grandson of Morning-gtar. He was grinning nervoudy, but he
clutched asmall bundle that must certainly contain Kraw, his dragon god, so he had foreseen the
possibility of being thrown out on hisear at the end of theinterview. A redist!

Ven's battered face was hafway back to being human. His hands and right foot were bandaged and
more bandages showed through the low neckline of his motley. He was undoubtedly built on aheroic
scale, dabbed with muscle, and the stolidity that had seemed like dull wits before now hinted more at
steady nerve and courage. In the proper setting he might impress, but he was quite obvioudy of
Horsefolk descent. Why should the people ever trust him?

Memo offered his guests chairs. They sat down diffidently, glancing around with wonder at the flowers
and shrubbery. His home must be more luxurious than anything they could ever have imagined, dthough it
was very modest by the standards of the Algazanian nobility.

He bowed to them before taking his own set. "I honor the grandsons of Morning-star and the sons of
White-thorn, his heroic daughter.”

The boy grinned. The man said nothing, watching his host with bleary, puffed gray eyesand an air of
wary disrust.

Memo poured wine, watering the boy's. "Is there anything you lack? My houseisyours." That wasa
formulathat he hoped they would not interpret too literdly. "My servantswill gladly provide anything you
Juss glanced sideways at his brother and smothered agrin.

"Y ou are most generous, Pasha,” the man said.

Smadl talk was going to be difficult, obvioudy. PashaMemo had absolutely nothing in common with these
two, nothing to discuss except business.

"l assume that Kraw isin there?' He pointed to the package.

Juss nodded, suddenly worried. He glanced uneasily at the tiger figurine on the sde table.

"Y ou are not familiar with these odd costumes? Thisiswhat people wear in our homeland, the Land
Between the Seas. They use the upper part to carry things, especially their family gods, when they need
be transported. That way they are next their hearts, you see.”

The boy grinned. He snatched up his bundle and tucked it into his motley. It gave him anotable bosom



ononeside.
Memo turned to the elder. "'l trust you are feeling better, Cold-vengeance?'

"I am very grateful for what you have done, Pasha" The big man spokein aguttura parody of his
forefathers tongue.

" am honored to aid the sons of White-thorn."
Juss shot his brother aworried glance.

Something about Ven's face suggested that it might have flushed had there been any of it not covered
with beard or bruises. "Even the son that VVandok bred on her by public rape?’

"Theguilt isnot yours. Tl me how you fed about VVandok."

"l aminclined to kill mysdlf for being his spawn,” the big man growled. "Heisamonger.”

"Given the chance, would you make war on him?"'

The big man twisted hisswollen lips. "Gladly!"

"Canwe?' the boy demanded eagerly.

Memo sighed. "I have thought about nothing else for three days. To be honest, | don't think we can. The
barbarians are strong. To raise the people again and fail again would be aterrible crime. To finance and
organizeawar, if it can be done at al, would take years. | admit, though, that the sons of White-thorn
would raly more support than any other leeder.”

"The son of Vandok?' Ven said contemptuoudly.

Either the dockside lout was not as stupid as he looked, or his quick-witted brother had coached him.
He had certainly gone to the heart of the problem.

Memo sipped hiswine. No, the older brother wasimpossible. Shave off his beard and dye his hair black
and hewould 4till ook like aHorseman.

What of the younger, then? He was bright and young enough to learn, dthough the list of thingsa
successful revolutionary must know was mind-boggling: strategy, tactics, ordnance, finance, economics,
rhetoric, politics, leadership... At the moment the lad would not know what the words meant. He did not
even speak the language wll.

How long? Juss was barely fourteen. Ten years might do it-but Memo wasfifty. He might not have ten
years, not ten good years, not in Algazan.

"| asked my god what | could do," he said sadly. "Bargar told meto listen to Juss and believe him. | did
believe you, lad! | till do, and | honor my god. But hisinterest is not the welfare of our people. Heisthe
god of my own family, not anyone else's. He may just be trying to ease my unhappiness by giving mea
causeto beievein, and | find that | cannot believeinit. It will fail.

"Much as| would love to throw out the barbarians and restore freedom and democracy, my answer is



no.
Two young faces stared at him in horror and disappoi ntment.

"Y ou two are welcometo remain here, in my service. | promise your liveswill be much more pleasant
than they have been to date.”

"But Kraw told Juss..."

"With all respect to Holy Kraw, Cold-vengeance, and to my beloved Bargar, also, they are little gods.
All the gods of the Land of Many Gods, asit once was, cannot stand against Hool."

Seeming puzzled, the man looked to hisbrother.
The boy was grinning triumphantly. ™Y ou have forgotten the oracle, Pasha?”
Memo's heart skipped a besat. "What oracle?’

"Hool himsdlf!" Juss shouted. "When he ordered Hannail to invade the Land, he promised that his seed
would ruleit forever, didn't he? Well, then! Why do you think our mother got VVandok to rape her?!

For along moment, that outrageous question left Memo speechless. Then he said, "Did Kraw tell you

"No," Juss admitted. "'l worked it out. It's obvious, isn't it?"

12: Interlude

Another tree cracked open in the forest. Thefire still roared, but frost glimmered on the hinges of the
shuttersand | could fed asteady chill on my back. Had | been in a supertitious mood, | might have
taken that for an omen.

"Therestishigtory,” the soldier said. "It took him six years, of course. But the results are well known."

The merchant had falen asleep with his head on the back of hischair. His snores gurgled disgustingly.
The actress was feding more confident, eyeing me with an intense didike | had done nothing to earn.

| glanced uneasily around the group. Was the contest still continuing? Could even | top that tale? " Not
knownto dl of us, I'm sure, Captain. The authenticity of your narration isinspiring. Pray tell us of those
gx years”

"They were missing. The pages may have been logt, or they may have been somewhere dsein the box,
out of sequence. | did not find them.”

"That isindeed apity."

The old soldier had made his ancestor cometo life for me. He had made Great-memory of Bargar seem
very much like Captain Tiger. | suspected that Captain Tiger also had found acause to promotein his
declining years. | even thought | knew what it was, but we were not quite ready for that story.

Fritz sretched, smiling deepily, somewhat like alion waking to go in search of supper.



The dowager smothered ayawn and replaced her hand in her muff. "1 suppose Master Omar should be
given achanceto respond. Can you makeit brief, storyteller?”

| could try to makeit last until springtime. "Of course, malam. Gentlelords, fair ladies, thisoneiscdled
the Tde of the Homing Pigeon.”

13: Omar's Responseto the Soldier's Tale

Thirty years after Morning-star's failed revolution, forest had swallowed the ruins of Kylam.

After sacking all seven of the cities of the Land Between the Seas, Vandok returned to the site of his
father's murder. He rounded up the surviving natives and set them to collecting fuel— trees, furniture,
boats, books, fences, fishing nets, anything that had not aready been burned. With dl this, he built apyre
on the spot where hisfather had died and where he had first abused White-thorn. He did not order ahat
until the great hall was packed to the roof and not atwig remained within aday'sride.

Then he st fireto it, and it burned for days. The roof collapsed, of course. Much to the king's
disappointment, not al the walls did. When the embers were cool enough to approach, he discovered
that the stone had fused into a hard green glass that defied al efforts at further destruction. He rode awvay
indisgust, and thereis no record that he ever returned to the Site.

A smdl fishing village eventudly grew up afew milesfarther south, but Kylam itsdlf was abandoned.
Trees seeded where it had stood. The ashes within the old hall had made fertile soil, but either it was not
deep enough for tree roots, or perhaps the drainage was poor. For whatever reason, the forest shunned
theinterior of the basilica, leaving it open to the sky, but carpeted with grass and flowers, mostly aform
of palewild rose. Thisnatura garden waswalled by grotesque shapes like afrozen dance of giants—
ropy, shiny pillars of bizarre form, spikes and fists, on which not even creepers could find purchase. It
was astrange, unworldly monument to sad events.

One summer afternoon, two men converged upon this site from opposite directions. Neither knew the
forest well, but each knew of the glass garden and contrived to find hisway there. They had never met,
they had never corresponded, and yet they came somehow to the right place at theright time.

They moved with caution, because the Land Between the Seas was perilous country. When Horsefolk
warriors came of age on the grasdands, they were sent south in bands to ravage for ayear. They were
expected to return with acollection of gruesomerelicsto show their prowess askillers, plusagang of
youths and maidens to sacrifice to Hool. Then they would settle down to breed more warriors. Every few
years, the king himsdlf would lead alarger expedition around to demonstrate what red brutality was.

The native inhabitants were hardly |ess dangerous, a bitter people. Who could blame them? Anything
they created in their lives became automatic hostage to the Horsefolk's spite. Their crops and hovels
might be burned without reason, their children carried off. They dwelt in secret places among the hills,
cultivating hidden patches within the forests. Many had abandoned civilized life dtogether, living like
beasts and preying upon anyone weaker than themsalves. The travelers caution was merely prudence.

Thefirg to arrive at the garden was ayoungster of around twenty. Specificaly, his age was twenty years
and one month, give or take aday or two. He was of middle height, dim, snewy. Hishair and
close-trimmed beard were black, his eyes dark but bright, and athough he had aready smile, he could
be dangerous. He wore the standard motley of the country, but in somber and inconspicuous hues,
mainly brown. At this season of high summer, he had left hisarms and legs bare. A sword dangled at his



sdeand he could useit.

Having located the ruins, he leaned against the trunk of a beech to study them. He heard birds chirping,
insects buzzing. Only when he was completely satisfied that there was nothing more did he gpproach the
walls, moving cautioudly to the lowest point he could find. Even that was higher than hishead. He
clambered some way up an ash tree nearby, being careful not to make it sway. From there he could see
theinterior. It was deserted. He waited.

The other man, meanwhile, had reached the far side. He took fewer precautions, athough he was wary.
The two men were of amilar type, with much the same trim build and, to casud observation, of much the
same age. This one was brown-haired, gray-eyed... clean-shaven, as| recall. He, too, wore motley of
inconspicuous shades, but in his case mostly greens, and he carried a package or two tucked in the front
of it, making the cloth bulge oddly. He was unarmed except for along staff over his shoulder, from which
dangled awayfarer'sbundle.

Green-motley was either more fortunate or better counseled in his choice of approach than
Brown-motley, for there was an easy entry on that side. Whether it had originally been adoor or a
window was impossible to determine. Now it was a blob-shaped hole a wast height on the outside, but
dightly higher inade. Having ingpected the interior for ambush, the newcomer clambered through and
dropped to the ground.

He then advanced cautioudly through the flowered shrubs, parting them with the edge of his staff and
moving carefully. To the watcher in the ash tree, he seemed to be looking for something. Soon, though,
having reached a glassy boulder, he sat down with his back to the entrance. Reaching inside the folds of
his motley, he brought out acrusty roll, ahunk of cheese, and two peaches. These he proceeded to et,
while the sun dipped toward the treetops.

Brown-motley climbed down from his perch and set off around the outside of the ruin to take Green from
the rear. When he reached the porthole, a quick glance established that his quarry was ill sitting on the
boulder, apparently lost in thought and unaware of the challenger cregping up behind him. Brown drew
his sword and jumped into the aperture. Then things went dightly wrong.

Fird, the glassy wall was extremely dippery. Second, he had failed to observe that the interior wasin
shade and the sun was behind him, so his shadow could hardly fail to dert hisintended victim. Third,
Brown had forgotten that the interior was lower than the ground outside, and he landed roughly. Fourth,
he came down in atangle of wild roses. Asfar asthorns were concerned, he was wearing nothing
between his shoes and his crotch. He sstumbled, staggered, and swore luridly. Green's staff cracked
down on hisarm, sending his sword spinning into the shrubbery.

Brown stood there unarmed, within reach of a second stroke that could split his skull. The two men
studied each other for amoment.

Green smiled asif satisfied, lowering his staff. He sat down and gestured at arock in the sunlight nearby.
"Pull up aboulder and make yourself a home."

His attitude was unnervingly confident. Brown glanced around, listening, rubbing histingling arm, and
wondering if he had just walked into atrap. Hearing nothing suspicious, he retrieved his sword and
picked hisway through the thorns, parting them with his sword just asthe first man had done with his
saff. He did not go to the indicated seat, though. He approached the other and put the blade close to
Green'seyes.



"Who are you?' Brown was young and he had just made afool of himsdlf. He was annoyed by hisown
clumsiness and even more annoyed by his opponent's apparent lack of concern.

"l was herefirgt, so you introduce yourself."

"But | havethe sword."

Green shrugged. "Again. Y ou diplay aregrettablelack of mannersin the way you keep flaunting it. If |
have to disarm you a second time, | am liable to break something. Well, my name will mean nothing to
you, but in your diaect you would pronounce it Homer. And yours?

"| prefer not to giveit at the moment.”

"Then | will addressyou as Juss.”

Brown flicked hissword angrily. "How do you know that?'

"Rumors swarm over the countryside like ants." Homer was not conceding amusement. " The sons of
White-thorn have come to raise the banner of liberty and so on. Jussisthe name of the younger brother,
short for Sure-justice. Y ou're too young to be the elder.”

Jussglared suspicioudy.

Homer's eyes twinkled with devilment. "And you don't look theway | expect him to look. Now why
don't you St down and exchange storiesin civilized fashion?!

"How do you expect him to look?'

"Stdown."

Juss moved hissword closer. "Answer my questiond!”
"GotoHoal."

The sword flicked again, thistime opening atiny dit on Homer's chin. The wound wasllittle more than a
shaving nick and hence an impressive display of skill with ayard of stedl, but not in the best of taste.

Thevictim recoiled angrily. "The locas term these bushes white thorn. Did you know that?"
"What of it?"

Pressing the fingers of one hand to his chin, Homer gestured with the other. "The gods raised this place to
her memory. Thiswaswhereit happened. Right here.”

Juss looked around the walled garden and then stared at the other man with disbelief. "How do you
know that?"

"Because| saw it. | saw your brother conceived.”

"That isimpossble! You arefar too young!"



"I may be older than | look. Now sit down, stripling.”

Thistime Juss obeyed, taking the other boulder. The sunlight had moved off it. Homer smiled
goprovingly.

Scowling, Juss sheathed his sword. "Why are you here?'

"Because of adream. Severa dreams. | saw thisplace, and | saw you. | knew then that it wastime.”
"Timeto do what?'

"Fird tell mewhy you are here."

"Because my god told meto come.”

The Homer man nodded, seeming pleased. "Then you admit that you are the son of White-thorn? Don't
bother to deny it. You look very like your father, Sea-breaker. Not astall.”

Brown frowned disbdievingly. "I am Juss. And who are you?'

"A footloose trader of tales, avagabond. | met her hereinthishal, when it wasahal, one morning thirty
years ago. She gave me something to look after, and | have guarded it ever since. When she had done
that, she went to find her revenge and | watched.” He sighed and for amoment the shadows seemed to
deepen around him. "Such courage!" he murmured.

"Will you tell me about it, pleass?’

"I could, but I think another will tell you better. Why did your god order you to come here?!

"He didn't say why. Gods don't explain.”

Homer raised his eyebrows. "They can be annoying, can't they! Very well. | have aquestion. Will you
ask it for me and tel methe answer if you get it?"

"What isit?"

"Y ou don't give up easlly, do you? White-thorn carried aknife that day, a stiletto. Vandok assumed that
sheintended to kill him. | think she used the knife asadecoy. | think she expected it to be found. | want
to know if she planned dl along to bear Vandok's child. | must know! The question has bedeviled me for
thirty years."

Juss smiled wryly. "It has bedeviled mefor six. If | antold the answer, | shdl tdl you."

Homer nodded and reached again indgde his motley, thistime producing asmall bundle. Y ou know what
seis?'

"She?"
"I have dways thought of her asfemae. It does not matter with gods. Her name?’

"Verl. But | don't know what she— he—is."



"A dove"

Homer handed over the parcel. Jusstook it reverently and unwrapped it. He could not conceal aflicker
of surprise, or perhaps disappointment.

"Sheisnothing much to look at," the trader of tales murmured. "1 have sprinkled grain before her oncein
awhile, so she would know she was not forgotten, but of course she will not speak to me. Nor to you
while | am here. So why don't | take astroll while you attend to your prayers?’

Leaving his bundle, the man in green picked hisway back to the entrance and clambered out, while the
other laid hislittle god on the rock and knelt before him.

Fifteen or twenty minutes later, Homer scrambled in through the hole again. Juss had wrapped up the god
and tucked her away next to his heart. He was amiling, but his eyes were pink and shiny.

"Wdl?' Homer demanded.

"He saysthat White-thorn would have killed Vandok if she had the chance, but she did not expect to.
She was counting on the oracle.”

The storyteller nodded with satisfaction. " That waswhat | suspected. | hope your brother isworthy?

"He certainly i9" The young man cleared histhroat and held out a hand. "Does this compl ete our
business, Friend Homer?!

"Not at dl! | want to hear al the details! How did she escape, and where did she go, and what happened
to her, and who organized this revolution?”

Juss glanced up at the darkening sky. "Some of that | do not know. Some | cannot reveal. Therest | will
tell you willingly. Verl saysyou may be trusted.”

"| should hope o, after dl these yeardl”

"Then we can go back to our stronghold and | shall introduce you to afew of our locas. Why don't we
tak onthe way?"

So wedid that. Thiswas the beginning of the revolution, the Winter War. Vandok came south just before
the passes were closed by the snows, but the countryside rose againgt him. The Resistance was aided by
thelittle gods, who could password of al the tyrant's movements. By spring he wasfighting aretret,

and helost most of hisarmy withdrawing through the mountains. Col d-vengeance was then proclaimed
king of the Land Between the Seas, which henceforth was to be known as Verlia, and—

"That is not correct,” the notary said.
14: Argument

"Foul! | ydled. "Youinterrupted me!"

"Y ou were misrepresenting the facts,” the clerk retorted, recoiling from my anger.



"Y ou quibbling, bug-infested, ignorant hair-splitter! I will squeeze your grubby little throat until the
blackheads pop out of your nose. | wastelling atale on which my life depends and you have the audacity
to interpose your ignorant—"

"Gentlemen!” the dowager snapped. "Theintrusion was ill-mannered, the response excessve. Continue
your improbable fable, Master Omar.”

"Improbable fable? What sort of leading remark isthat when the matter isstill sub-judice? Y ou have
prejudiced my case, my lady! And how can | possibly recapture the magic, the air of wonder, rebuild the
risng mysery, the unmistak—"

"The unmitigated claptrap!™ interposed the merchant, who had now wakened and was glowering sourly at
me from his chair by thefire. Y ou were dropping hints that the 'Homer' character was yoursdlf, two
hundred years ago. Y ou think us so gullible or superdtitious that we can be frightened into saving you
from our hogt's righteous wrath? Y ou remain adog killer and awould-be horse thief, and al your dy
hints of immortality will not keep your backsde from freezing out there in the snow. Begging your

pardon, ladies."

The actress smirked.

"We have aready agreed,” | said coldly, "that my name has been used for centuries as a generic term for
dorytdlers. One such was involved in the events | was attempting to recount.”

"You said 'we'l" the actress remarked.
"I may havelet mysdlf be carried away by the dramaof my own narrative. It happens.”

Gwill shot me aworried look, athough | had thought him more nearly convinced than any. "1 do think we
should let Master Omar continue,”" he croaked.

"I refusel Thisround of the contest must be declared null and void."

The old soldier smiled like acat with an especidly obese canary. "How seldom roles are invoked by
winnerd"

"If Master Omar truly believesin hisown immortality,” the actressremarked acidly, "then | fail to
understand why he is so obvioudy worried by our host's hostile intentions.”

| had never claimed that | did not fed pain. Besides, thereisonly one way to prove you are mortd,
whichiswhy | have never attempted it.

Leering, Fritz rose. "l need go out and fetch more wood, lords and ladies. Do not let the thud of my ax or
the howling of wolves disturb your conversation.” He took me by the collar of my doublet with one hand
and lifted me effortlesdy right into the air. "' Say good night to the nice people, Omar.”

"Just amoment!” The dowager was frowning intently at the notary, her forehead shriveled like askin on
hot milk. "What exactly were you objecting to in Master Omar'swild yarn?"

Wild yarn! Had | been breathing at the moment, | should certainly have objected to that affront.

Theclerk pursed hislips. "He omitted certain curious matters that intervened between the military



campaign and the establishment of the kingdom of Verlia”

| made amemorably horrible noise.

"Put him down, innkeeper," the dowager said.

Fritz lowered me until my toes touched the floor again.

"l am just coming to that,” | wheezed, sounding even worse than the minstrel did.

Fritz raised me again. "No you aren't.”

"What do you know about those affairs, master?' The dowager glared at the notary with open suspicion.
Hissmilewas|ow in humor, high in smugness. "It isa privileged matter, maam.”

The merchant beamed complacently. "Master Tickenpepper is an authority on the subject. He has been
researching it for me."

"Indeed?’ The old crone exchanged glances with the soldier. " And you know something of the matter,
also, Omar? Omar? Innkeeper, please!”

Once more Fritz lowered me until my toes touched the floor. | managed to nod as| dragged in some air.
| had not realized that the notary was associated with the burgomaster and his talented bride, but just
then | had more urgent mattersto worry about, especialy theway Fritz was quietly twisting the collar of
his second-best doublet.

The dowager till had control of the room. " Then perhaps you will relate those eventsto us, Master
Tickenpepper? And | supposewe may aswell et Omar contribute, just in case he does know anything
relevant.”

Fritz thumped me back down on the bench like alanded fish. He stalked over to the wood bin and
tossed the last couple of logs on the embers. Then he also resumed his seat, scowling promises at me.

| recalled how the beloved Osmosis of Sooth always taught usto love our enemies, but preferably at a
safe distance.

The merchant leaned back, stretching out hisfeet and folding his hands over the gold chain on his paunch.
The actress had assumed her most demure expression, which would have uncurdled cheese. As my wits
returned, | began to sense anew tension in the room. The soldier was intent; even the lady's maid was
clasping her hands so tightly that the knuckles showed white. Like me, they had not associated the notary
with the other two until now.

"If my client wishes meto discussthe matter,” the clerk said primly, "then | can attempt an exegesis of the
sdient points. Y ou may find it abizarre record. The precepts and precedents of foreign jurisprudence can
hardly compare with those of civilized relmslikethe..." He coughed faintly. "I must say that thefire has
made my throat atrifle dry, Burgomaster.”

The merchant nodded grumpily to the innkeeper. As Fritz went to fill the stein, Master Tickenpepper
recounted his education and qudifications. He was gpparently the leading lega mind of Schlosbelsh,
which | found an unnerving revelation. Then he launched into awindy, desiccated account of agrest



historic cathars's, missing dl its pathos and drama.

| hope no storyteller of his caliber ever addresses a court on my behalf— that would guarantee adesth
pendty, no matter how minor the offense.

Had | been telling the tale, it would have gone more likethis.
15: The Talethe Notary Did Not Tell

| caught up with thearmy againin the valey of the Dubglas, just below Cemetery Pass. With evening
faling and the weather throwing atantrum, the beetling crags ahead beetled unseen. Snow blew in my
face, so that | dmost walked onto thefirst sentry's pike. Fortunately | knew a password good enough to
get meto his sergeant and alantern. My credential was signed by Juss himself and vaidated with some
highly ornate sedlsto impresstheilliterate. | don't know if Sergeant Blood-oath could read or not. It
didn't matter, because he remembered me from Redberry Pond and Lone Oak Hill. | soon found mysdlf
by acampfire with old friends, sharing astew worth more for heet than meet, but still very welcome.

"Herestrouble!" Private Horse-hater proclaimed. "Any time Homer turns up, you can tell therésgoing to
betrouble."

It wastrue | often wandered off to more interesting places during the long dull days of waiting that make
up most any war. Armies are only part of the story. | could usualy count on my knack for timing to bring
me back when important things were about to happen, and now felt about right. So Horse had a point.

Nevertheless, | told him he didn't need meto get into trouble. Hed been promoted to sergeant three
timesin the last haf year, hadn't he? And been busted every time?

Four times, he admitted, grinning with amouthful of broken teeth. Twicein one day at Redberry Pond.

Now that had been an interesting day, the others agreed. They could use more days like that one. All
those prisoners bound to treeswith their own intestines— what more could a man want? Well, plenty.
They began to reminisce about what they had done with the next lot, and the ones after, and then moved
on to congider techniques for the future. | sat and gathered tales.

Lessthan ayear before, Ven had raised the banner of freedom, promising to restore democracy and
overthrow the tyrant. He had launched hiswar with an elite corps of ex-patriots, Algazanian by birth and
training, aprofessond army. The natives then were raw animals, crushed by lifetime despair into
something less than human. But they knew how to hate. Men, boys, even women with babes on their
backs, flocked in thousandsto join the revolution. The war gave them purpose, skills, respect, and
revenge. They had swallowed up the dlite, swelling into a huge nationa uprising, willing to drown the
tyrant in their own blood or starve to deeth trying.

Those men were astough asany | have ever seen, which isno small commendation. They hated their
foeswith suicidd intengity. They would follow horsemen into haf-frozen rivers— | saw that, more than
once. If adozen freedom fighters must dieto kill one of the enemy, two dozen would volunteer on the
spot. Vandok could not bring up reinforcements aslong as the passes stayed closed; he was
outnumbered, running out of fodder and arrows and men. Soon he would be the only one left. For once,
awar of attrition had favored the infantry.

Ritting foot soldiers againgt cavary isusudly afutile business, for neither sdeiscapable of sriking a
decisive blow. The doggers can hold a stronghold but not acountry. The riders can cut their opponents



supply lines, but rarely do enough damage to drive them away. Neither Side can ever win. Eventuadly one
or the other gives up, when thereis nothing left to fight over.

In this case the Horsefolk had an enormous advantage because their women and children were safely out
of reach beyond the peaks, but they were up againgt the only army | had ever seen fight cavary by lying
down. No horse will charge over a human carpet. The Horsefolk aso ran into trip wires, hidden ditches,
and needle-sharp catrops, which the Algazanians had provided by the shipload. Ven had few cavary of
his own at the beginning, but every captured horse was recruited. | told you what happened to human
prisoners.

| have witnessed many savage campaigns, but none more bitter than the Winter War.

After an hour or so, | began to grow fidgety. | rose and wandered off into the camp. Fires glowed
blearily through the driving snow. | passed within earshot of oxen, horses, and mules, downwind of the
cookhouse and the latrines. Eventually | located the leaders quarter. | dipped unobserved past a sentry
and dmost stumbled over aman kneding in the snow, muttering. | hurried by him, avoided another doing
the same, and came upon athird just rising to hisfeet. As he began to walk, | recognized Juss and called
out to him. He spun around, reaching for hissword hilt.

"Homer!" | said quickly.

Herelaxed. "Hal Now | know we have trouble. Y ou always turn up at the critical moments, don't you?"
Helaughed dhrilly.

"What criticd moment isthis?'

Juss was dmost unrecognizable as the pert youth of the previous summer. His beard waswild and bushy,
he had added beef to hisdight frame, and his eyes were the eyes of akiller. He was swathed in woolen
blankets until helooked like atwo-legged bullock, caked with snow. To the army he was"Genera
Brains' and hisbrother was " Generd Brawn." It wasafair distinction, but Brains was brawnier than
before and Brawn had learned alot.

"Council of War. Come with me, Trader of Taes." He gripped my arm and haf dragged me aong ashe
strode through the snow.

"What's the problem?’
"No problem! Thewar isover for now. Vandok haswithdrawn into Cemetery Pass.”
"So you have him bottled up?'Y ou can starve him out?!

Juss chuckled and pushed me ahead of him into alarge tent. There was no table, no sove. Onedim
lantern hung from the ridgepole and the floor was amess of trampled mud, snow, and grass. A circle of
miscellaneous bundles served as chairs. Ven sat on one, conferring with a couple of his Algazanian
advisors. None of them looked up as we entered.

Ven wasthe only man in the army who shaved hisface every day, and he dways kept hishat on.
Without those precautions, he would have looked so much like one of the enemy that some maniac
would have surdly killed him. At first | had been inclined to underestimate the big man, with his battered
featuresand dow tak. Likethearmy, | had assumed that Juss had all the family brains. Now | knew that
Ven just liked to think things through at his own pace. He usualy arrived safely at the right decision. In



battle he did not need to think; with asword in his hand he moved like sunlight on water.

More men came stumbling into the tent, shaking snow from their robes, wiping it out of their eyesand
beards. Shadows flowed over thewalls.

Armies are atentive to their gods, dways. They carry holy rdics, chant hymns, make sacrifice, consult
auguries. | once saw agod lead an army in person, but thiswas thefirst | had ever met where the gods
were amost as numerous as the mortas. How much they had intervened in the actud fighting, | have no
way of knowing. | suspect very little. Household deitieswould be out of their depth in battle, and they
may have feared that they would bring down Hool's wrath on themselvesif they meddled in greet affairs.
They certainly gave advice, though, and they passed on vauable military intelligence. Vandok could not
brush histeeth without Ven hearing of it. The Council of War had been adjourned so that each member
could go off and consult hisfamily god. Now it was about to resume.

"Wevewon!" Juss said in my ear. There was a squesk of hysteriain hisvoice. "We can just leave a
garrison here and go! Go south, to warm baths and clean clothes! And beds. Food! Oh, my ancestral
gods! Women! Vandok can't mount another attack. He's beaten.”

"Y ou can starve him out?" | asked again. | did not add "Without starving yoursaves, aswell?' but | was
thinking it and Jussknew | was. Only a sizable garrison could be sure of balking an attempt at breakouit.

"For certain. We can keep him bottled up at thisend.”

"Can you redly? He has plenty of horseflesh to eat. The weether will break soon, it must. What will a
sudden thaw do to the pass?*

Jusssdark eyesblazed at me. Then he pulled aface and sighed in surrender. "Thaw or no thaw, Vandok
himself can escape. He will have to abandon his horses and his wounded, but he can crossthe passon
foot, back to the steppes.”

"And next ummer?"

"Hell be back, or we can go to him... Homer, we can't go in there after him! The men are dying on their
feet! A break will help us as much asVVandok."

Would it? Physically, both sides needed rest and regroupment. Granted that the two exhausted, starving
armiesfacing off inimpossibleterrain were equdly incapable of fighting anymore, interms of morae
Vandok had far more to gain from arespite. At the moment he was beaten and retreating. He would
benefit materidly, dso, for he could cal on afresh and hedthy population, while Ven'sland lay inruins.
To withdraw now was to concede both this campaign and the next.

As| thought about the choice, though, | saw what Juss meant. The dternative was worse. Vandok
himsalf was the only one who really mattered, and he would certainly escape. For Vento try to follow—
leading afrozen, starving rabble over the mountainsinto his enemy's home territory— would be a
desperate, suicidal maneuver. Hewould risk everything on one stroke, and what could he gain except
leagues of empty grass? There were no citiesthere to pillage, no castlesto storm. VVandok would vanish
over theplains, or circle around and cut the invaders off.

All the seats but one were filled now.

"What does Kraw say?' | demanded.



Juss snorted. "Kraw isadragon.” He stalked away to take his place at his brother'sside. | remained
gtanding in the corner, and no one paid me much heed. That was one of the nice things about being
friendswith agod. Verl had told both Jussand Ven that | could be trusted, so | wastrusted. It was her
way of thanking me, | suppose. | wondered what advice she had given Ven.

The brothers had divided their two gods between them. Juss was Sure-justice of Kraw, hisfather's god.
Ven was Cold-vengeance of Verl, hismother's. He would not claim hisfather's, for obvious reasons.

"Wewill resume," Ven said, and the mutter of conversation died a once. "Bright-hope?"

"Gardilf sayswe should withdraw," thefirst man said. Something in the way he said it told me that hedid
not agree with hisgod's advice.

"Many-virtues?'
"Lokir saysattack," the next man said, even more glumly.
"Straight-blade?"

Ven quizzed every onein turn. The two Algazanian advisors watched with express ons so noncommittal
that they spoke volumes. It soon became obvious that the gods were just as divided as the mortals.
Fndly:

" Sure-justice?’
Juss shrugged. "Kraw says attack, of course! What did Verl say?'

His brother ignored the question for amoment. VVen's thought processes were like ice floes, dow and
irresstible. Then heroseto hisfeet, and of course his size and winter clothing made him loom enormous
over everyone e se. | guessed what was coming. Men do not stand up to announce withdrawals. Ven
was afighter.

He glowered around with hisugly bruiser'sfeatures. "Verl said that the problem isHool. Hool has not
intervened so far. Thelittle gods do not know if hewill, or how hewill. She said thet life-and-desth
decisions should be made by mortas. Y ou are equdly divided and your gods are equally divided.
Someone must break the deadlock. Does anyone question my right to do that?"

One man began to speak and quailed under his leader's scowl.

"Very well,” Ven concluded. "I say that wars are not won by retreats. We will advance into the pass at
dawn. Wewill continue to engage the enemy aslong asthereisan enemy. Wewill fight to the last man,
whichever sde he may beon.”

He did not pause to let them cheer. That was not his style. Nor would he tolerate argument once he had
made adecison. He began to talk logistics: prioritiesin the baggage train, the commissary, tents, and
ordnance. | sudied the eyes around the circle. | saw little admiration, much fear and doubt and anger.
Juss and afew others had crumpled in despair. And these were the senior officers! If Ven could bring his
army into battle on the morrow, he would have dragged it there himself, by brute strength of will.

In some ways hetook after hisfather.



The next morning the army of liberation advanced into Cemetery Passin ablizzard, filling the gorge from
wall towall. Losses on both sides were heavy, but the wegther and terrain were impossible for cavalry.
The human tide drove the Horsefolk relentlesdy beforeit. By nightfall the barbarians had abandoned their
mounts and were fleeing up rocky dopes on hands and knees. Ven led hiswarriorsin pursuit.

The clouds cleared and the battle continued by moonlight, moving even higher up the glacier. The
temperature dropped precipitoudy. Fingers stuck to ice or steel. Men tumbled into crevasses. Many
dropped in their tracks and froze to deeth. Therewaslittle red fighting now. The Horsemen fled, the
army of liberation pursued, and it gave no quarter.

If there was anything in the melee that could be called a battlefront, it crossed the height of land asthe sun
rose. The glare brought on snow blindness and triggered avalanches. A human cataract dithered and did
down theincline, fighting when the opportunity presented itself, otherwise merely struggling to survive.
There could be no going back now.

Asevening fdl, the horde spilled into aforest below the snow line. Men lay down in heaps and dept. It
hardly seemed to matter, for there was no enemy |eft. After eighty years of subjugation, the people of the
Land Between the Seas had driven the Horsefolk back acrossthe frontier.

So far aswas known, Vandok was il alive, athough hisarmy had been destroyed. The Horsefolk were
certainly cgpable of raising another, probably very quickly. He might counterattack the invaders; he might
break through an easier pass and outflank them.

Even Ven must have wondered what he was going to do next. That problem wasin thelap of the gods.

| wish | had been there to witnessall that | have just described. | did not arrive until the middle of the
following day.

Ven had left Jussin charge of supplies, and he organized a human baggage train more than four thousand
strong. It snaked through the pass, over the glaciers, and down the other sdelike aline of beetles. If you
have never crossed a mountain range with asack of meal on your back, then | strongly recommend that
you try it. It is an experience without equa. On the way up | was convinced my heart would burst. At the
top | thought my lungswould. By the end, | was certain | should never stand up straight again.

The worst part, though, was arriving too late to see the band of Horsefolk €lders that approached under
flag of truce and ddlivered Vandok bound into the hands of his son.

Nor did | seethe argument that followed. Ven could never have displayed greater |eadership and power
of command than he did then, just saving his prisoner from being ripped to shreds. The accounts | was
ableto gather later were so contradictory that | could make no sense of them. By thetime | staggered in
with my sack of medl, the principals had al departed for Hool's cave.

| set off a arun. Thevalley wasonly afew leagues awvay and | am happy to report that | caught up with
the rearguard after afew hours.

| had agood pair of boots.
The holy valey isaforbidding place, awinding gorge whose sides are steep dopes of rock debris,

holding very little vegetation. Above them rise verticd cliffs, sculpted into bizarre shapes and jagged
buttresses. | doubt if the sun ever penetratesit, even in summer. At dawn, early inthe year, it wasariver



of cold darkness under alid of palid sky. The wind wailed among the high rocks, each successive gust
announcing its coming with achorus of disma howlsthat set my teeth on edge.

The mouths of many caves showed as darker patches in the precipices. Hool's cave was the largest,
marked by awhite apron of bones spilling al the way down to the valey floor. Until Vandok, the
Horsefolk had sacrificed only beaststo their god, but for thirty years the offerings had been youths and
mai dens brought from the Land Between the Seas. Scores of vultures floated overhead or perched on
the rocks, waiting for usto depart and et them enjoy their customary feest.

To clamber directly up that hill of skullsand ribswould have been very difficult. It would aso have been
unpleasant in the extreme, even for thefaithful. A path began some distance away adong thevaley,
angling gently up the stony incline to the base of the dliffs and then dong to the mouth of the cave. While
the army watched from the floor, the leaders began the ascent. Ven went firg, followed by agroup of his
senior officers and one trader of tales. Vandok followed amid his guards, and the elders of the tribes
brought up the rear. We were dl bundled to the earsin fur and blankets, aprocession of tralls. Bitter
wind snatched the plumes of steam from our nodirils.

| was surprised to find myself trudging dong beside Juss, whom | had believed still back in Cemetery
Pass. He looked asiif he had not dept since | had, which meant he looked two-thirds dead. He also
looked extremely worried.

"What," | puffed, "isVen planning?'

He scowled a me from red-rimmed eyes. "Y ou tel me. Y ou're the storytdler. | think he's gone crazy."
"What doesKraw say?"

"Kraw thinks he's gone crazy.”

Oh? That was not comforting. | panted afew times. "He's been consulting Verl?!

| did not catch what Jussreplied, but it sounded a bit like "Bloody pigeon!™ Probably not— | can't
believe he would have spoken of hismother'sgod like that.

We came at |ast to the mouth of the cave. Theinterior was black. Far below us, the assembled army was
abeach of pale faces, staring up. Above ustowered arotting trellis or rock, pitted and weathered. Wind
heaved in and out through the aperture, gurgling and sighing like the breath of agreat mongter. | wished |
had not thought of that smile.

Ven sent the Horsefolk dders to the far side. Then he advanced to the center with Vandok.

It wasmy first clear glimpse of the tyrant sSncethat day in Kylam, thirty years before, when he had
publicly assaulted the child of hisdain enemy— adisgusting public rape of ahdplesswomanto herdd a
generation of abuse of an entire people. Then he had been agtriking figure of young manhood— brutal
and vindictive, yes, but physicdly enviable, tall and muscular and exultant. In dl his crudlty he had blazed
like an evil god. Now he was merdly big. Stooped and bloated in winter garments, worn out by years of
excess and months of relentlesswarfare, Vandok waked with a heavy, flatfooted gait. His beard was
white. Only the crazy eyes glaring out under the brim of his hat hinted at the sadistic madness that had
murdered so many thousands and ground a nation into the mud.

Venwasastal but not asthick. There was no flameto Ven, and never had been. Hewas adogger. He



bore asword in his hand, and another in his scabbard. Seeing that, | guessed what was about to happen.
Thewind gurgled and moaned in the dark cave.
"Holy Hool!" Ven cried. "Hear my prayer!"

For amoment there was only thewail of the wind. Then the cavern seemed to draw breseth. It roared:
"WHOOO— ARE— Y O0O0Q?"

My hair tried to push my hat off. | have heard oracles before, and | had expected no more than an
ambiguouswail containing hints of speech that only priests could understand and interpret. Instead, there
was no doubt about that terrible voice. | fell to my knees on the stones, and all those about me did the
same.

Ven stood his ground, holding his sword aoft. "I am the son of Vandok and White-thorn, bred from
rape, raised for vengeance, inspired by hate. Acknowledge me!"

Thistime the pause was longer. Then the cave sucked in wind and the great voice sobbed again:
"Y OO0O0— ARE— WHO— YOU— SAY— YOU— AAAARE."

Vandok screamed. Hetipped forward on his knees and lifted long armsin supplication. "Holy Father! |
am Vandok, your son, whom you recognized as the seed of Hannail, your chosen one!”

"YOU— AAARE."

"I have given you sacrifice!” Vandok bellowed, even louder than before. "Every day for alifetime, | have
offered blood to your honor! Do not desert me now!"

The wind moaned, chilling my bones. It fell slent. Wewaited, until the voice came again, quieter, less
certain.

"l amtired of blood. | am sick of blood, GO AWAY! GO AWAAAAY, dl of YOOOOQO!"

"I dso am your son!" Ven declaimed. "Acknowledge me! | claim the Land Between the Seas by your
ancient oracle. | claim the kingship of the Horsefolk by right of conquest.”

Thistime the pause was longer Hill.

Whatever had happened to democracy and freedom?

"Y es, he'scompletely crazy,” Juss muttered. "Kraw defend him! Verl defend him!”
Then agigantic bellow:

"PROOOOVE it!" thegod said.

It waswhat Ven had hoped for, obvioudy. He hurled the sword down in front of the tyrant and drew his
own.

The spectatorsin the valey might not have made out the mortas voices, athough | am sure they must
have heard Hool. But they could recognize the gesture, and amoan of anger roiled up from the canyon.



Vandok did not rise. He turned his head to grimace at the challenger. "Y ou would kill your own father,
upstart?’ He did not mention the sons he had dain without mercy.

"I will avenge my mother! | will avenge the thousands you have butchered. Stand up or die on your
knees, animd!"

Vandok hurled ahuman skull a Ven, snatched up the sword, and lurched to hisfeet. Ven dodged the
missile and parried the stroke. The clang of sted echoed from the cave and then, fainter, from thefar sde
of the gorge. By that time another wasringing on itsway.

For amoment the dudlists exchanged monstrous, two-handed blows, any one of which would have felled
an oak. Thevadley rang likeasmithy. Then Ven shifted his sance. Hisfooting falled in the litter of bones.
Hefdl. Vandok svung. Venrolled, and went on rolling. Hisfather followed him, lesping and plunging
down the dope. The wind roared and moaned in the cave, drowning out the cries of the spectators.

Ven stopped and from his prone position swung a scythe-stroke at Vandok's legs. Vandok parried it:
Clang! He kicked bones down the dope at Ven'sface. Ven hurled apelvis, which struck the older man's
head a glancing blow. Then VVen was on hisknees, blocking another wild stroke. Clang! sang the
echoes... On hisfeet again, but Vandok il higher...

Clang! Clang! Clang! Vandok kept striking downward, Ven partied and swung at the other man'slegs.
Why the impacts did not tear their arms from their sockets, | cannot imagine. Ven edged sideway's,
Vandok kept blocking him. Sowly, dowly, step by step, the younger challenger drove the old tyrant
uphill. Their breath streamed in thewind. | could hear the rasp of their lungs. Clang! Clang! Clang! Ven
had lost his hat, hishair flew free, and his sweat-soaked face was amask of hate.

All around me men gabbled prayers, but | did not think the little gods would dare meddle here, not so
closeto Hool.

The fighters were dmost back where they had started. Sinew and muscle could only hake such
punishment for so long, and inevitably it was the older man who faltered. He migudged, or else hisarms
just failed him. The point of Ven's sword glanced off the guard and dug into Vandok'sfist. Stedl clattered
into the rubble of bones and the awful clanging died away in its own echoes.

Even the wind seemed to draw breath then. Clutching the bleeding remains of his hand, Vandok stared at
his executioner. Ven's shoulders heaved with his efforts to breathe and he seemed to lack the strength or
the will to deliver thefina blow. Then heraised hisblade.

Vandok spun around and plowed over the bones toward the cave, regling, staggering, clattering. Ven just
stood and watched. The tyrant vanished into the dark abode of his god.

Thewind surged. One vast howl exploded out of the cavern and reverberated aong the canyon. | think it
was Vandok's death cry, magnified by the rocks, but perhapsit wasal Hool.

Ven sank to hisknees, partly in worship, partly in exhaustion. We onlookers bowed our heads. His
opponent did not emerge, and nobody who had heard that dreadful shriek would ever have expected him
to.

We stayed where we were, huddled low and shivering until Ven could struggle to hisfeet again and
sheeth his sword with shaking hands.



"Father Hool, we leave you in peacel” he cried. "No more will men desecrate your mountain with blood.
But one day my son will come and hold you to your promise, and his son after him. My seed will reign
over thetwo landsfor dl time."

Silence... Thewind had shifted. And then onelast, hollow moan: "SO— BEEE it!"

A roar of triumph rose from the army below and filled the valley, making the echoesring, on and on.
Those men had viewed the drama and heard the god concede. They had not heard Ven proclaim himsdlf
ther king.

| turned to Juss and we fell into each other's arms. He was laughing and weeping at the sametime. So
was|. Sowere al the others.

| was thinking of White-thorn, who had sacrificed hersdf for this. After thirty years, she had her revenge.
16: Interlude

That was how it should have been told. Instead, the notary quoted interminable legd texts, political
commentaries, and religious tracts, with no eyewitness account at al. Any story isimproved by the
authority of persona testimony. Unethical tellers of tales sometimes stoop to attributing their narrativesto
fictiona onlookers, just to gain that effect. Present company excluded, of course.

My reverie ended. | was back in the dim coolness of theinn, in the flickering firdight. The rafters upgtairs
clicked and creaked asthey adjusted to the plummeting temperatures. And Tickenpepper had not done
yet.

"Cold-vengeance united the Seven Cities and the steppesin the Kingdom of Verlia..."

How easy thelittle hack made that seem! It took alifetime, and it was Jusswho did it, not Ven. Jusswas
the politician of the family. His brother, after dl, had promised to restore democracy to the Land
Between the Seas and then contrived to have the god proclaim him king. Revolution smmered below the
surface for along time because of that. Juss devised a compromise whereby the monarch ruled with the
guidance of dected representatives. The system was cumbersome, but not without merit. The people had
someone to cheer in good times and someone el se to throw out in bad.

| did not stay to see dl that. | watched the king's wedding procession from a distance and heard news of
Jusss engagement on the very day | sailed awvay. Many yearslater, in afar land, | learned from achance
remark in aspice bazaar that both marriages had been fruitful.

Still the notary droned. " Following the precedent thereby established by Cold-vengeance, his son
Bright-dawn returned to the cave on his accession, and Hool confirmed him astrue heir.”

No mention of the rebuilding of the cities, the civilizing of the Horsefolk, the great capital that sprang up at
Uthom inthe Middie? A lot of that was done by later rulers, of course. It took more than a century.

"The degath of True-honor without living issue established two other tenets™
| perked up half an ear.

"Therival clamantswere prevailed upon to present themsel ves together before the god, and he made



judgment between them, thus establishing both hiswillingness to decide such disputes among the direct
descendants and the primacy of primogeniture. A further precedent was set at the accession of
Fair-pearl, whom the god accepted as queen regnant— 'to the surprise of many and the chagrin of her
cousins,' asthelearned Doctor Forgtein put it."

| lost interest again. The fire was smoldering low, starting to smoke and stink up the room. The shutters
rattled asif the storm had just been having arest and was about to return. | considered strategy. Some
person in thisroom knew something | very much wanted to know.

The merchant and hiswife seemed extraordinarily smug. If Master Tickenpepper's tedious dissertation
was S0 pleasing to them, hisfees must be extremely reasonable.

On the other hand, the dowager's arid visage was al scowl surrounded by the folds of her hat. The maid
sat in her usual inhuman rigidity— what was the matter with her? The old soldier wore an expression of
dangerousinscrutability, leaning back in his chair with arms folded and hislong legs stretched out before
him.

Thelines had been drawn, the teams were facing off. Only Gwill the minstrel was a bystander, and he
had his chin down. His puffy eyelids drooped. Every now and again he made snuffling snoring noises.

"Burgomaster?' the dowager said sharply. "May | ask what your interest isin this?"

The merchant chuckled sepulchradly. "The religious customs of distant peoples have a certain intellectua
appedl, my lady, do they not? At least they can inspirein usasense of relief, that we are not expected to
follow them. In this case—"

| coughed politdy. Uniformly unfriendly eyesturned toward me.

"If my learned friend has completed his address— | mean story— then it must be my turn again, yes?'
"Fiddle!" the old harridan snapped. "Thetimefor trivia diversonispadt. Thisis serious business.”

Fritz rubbed his hands together with a gruesome scraping noise. He rose to hisfeet, huge and ominous.

"Indeed, my lady?" the merchant inquired, lowering his busy brows. "And just what businessisthat?'

"| thought," | said hastily, "that Snce| had occasonto vigt thefair land of Verliaafew yearsago, | might
be able to comment on recent conditions.”

"Fddlel" the dowager said again, ignoring me and glowering at her opponent acrossthefire,

"Omar and | are going out to the woodshed," Fritz remarked, reaching for my collar. "1 shdl be back
shortly."

"Sweet-rosel” | shouted.

All the eyes came back to me again. Even Fritz registered the effect. He paused with his great paw
poised over my neck.

It was the old soldier who spokefirst.



"When exactly wereyou in Verlia, Trader of Taes?

"Thelast time? Y e gods, Captain! It must be twenty years ago.”

Thereisacertain way men look at you when they think you arelying. | had met it before, once or twice,
and | saw it now in the warrior's narrowed eyes. | did not like the way his fingers drummed on the hilt of

hissword, ether.

"| was younger then, of course,” | said. "Not older, asyou suggested earlier. | do not show my years,
perhaps. The benefits of virtue and clean living.”

Hislip curled. Nobody e se except young Gwill looked any more convinced than he did. Fritz'sthick
fingers edged closer to my collar.

"I did meet Lord Ancient-merit of Bargar briefly. He had adight cast in hisleft eye”

Captain Tiger'slip straightened again. "Y ou could have seen aportrait,” he muttered uncertainly. "What
leg did helimp on?'

"Artigts are usualy moretactful. The noble lord had no limp when | saw him.”

The soldier sghed. He turned to the dowager. "Perhaps heistelling the truth thistime, my lady. | did not
mention that name eaxlier, did |?"

She was unimpressed. "Not that | recall. But we have some serious mattersto discuss.” She peered
across a the mingrd. "Master Gwill?"

Gwill'shead jerked up. Hetried to cough and sneeze a the same time, and then spluttered, "My lady?"
"Y ou redlly ought to be in bed with that cold. Landlord, give him atankard of that mulled de. Strong!
And Mistress Frieda, | would like some more herb tea. Captain Tiger, don't you think we have tolerated

the horse thief long enough? It may betimeto let justice take its course.”

Thetensonintheroom rosedarmingly. At least, | thought it did. Fritz shot me agleam of triumph ashe
went by with the copper jug. All eyeswent to the soldier. He was the one with the sword.

Hefrowned uneasily. Men such as he have strange rules about killing. Stedl is permissible, but freezing to
death is not. On the other hand, he was beholden to the old crone somehow.

"Just what business do you havein mind, my lady?' Burgomaster Johein was enjoying the play. He had
not noticed theworried look in hiswifes eyes.

"The Sweset-rose effair, of course."

Heleaned back in his chair and folded his plump hands on his corporation. "I cannot see how it concerns
you, my lady, but | shal be interested to hear what you haveto say."

She pursed her thin lips until they went white. "I cannot see how it concerns you! Just why did you retain
Master Tickenpepper to review the laws of afaraway land like Verlia?

Gwill blinked from oneto the other, in compl ete bewilderment. Fritz and Frieda bustled around in the



background. The captain was considering me and biting hislip. The lady's maid had her head down as
aways, gazing at her handsin her lgp— how her neck stood it, | could not imagine. Master
Tickenpepper was picking his nose.

| directed ameaningful stare at the actress. It was intended to warn her that | would not leave without a
few fina words on her behaf. The message seemed to be heard.

"Darling," she said reluctantly, "perhaps we should hear what Master Omar hasto say before heis... |
mean, why don't we hear what he knows about Sweet-rose?”’

The merchant frowned. Possibly he felt the first twinges of suspicion then? Who can say?
"Begging your pardons,” Gwill muttered, "but what is sweet rose?’

For amoment there was silence, asif no one wanted to be first to speak. | was about to, for silence
always makes me uneasy, but the captain beat meto it.

"Theland of Verliaisin agate of anarchy. Civil war may have broken out by now. The dynasty founded
by Cold-vengeance two centuries ago came to an end last year with the death of Just-blade. He left no
obviousher.”

The mingrd said, "Oh!" but hisface retained its baffled expression.

"There have been claimants, of course," the merchant offered.

"Too many clamants” the dowager snagpped, returning the ball.

Heletit go by.

Gwill's hand closed on the tankard Fritz held out to him, but he did not seem to seeit. "'l thought that the
god Hool had decreed that Hannail's line would rule forever?

"Exactly!" the soldier said. " And del egations went to the sacred cave to consult the god.”

Again nobody wanted to reveal any more.

"I'll have some of that brew, dso," the captain told Fritz. "Holy Hool was very uncooperative. He would
not acknowledge any of the pretenders. When the third delegation arrived, though, he findly told them
that they must find the child of Sweet-rose."

Gwill drank, keeping his eyes on Captain Tiger, waiting for more.

"King Just-blade," the notary said, "had ason, Prince Star-seeker. Twenty years ago, he eloped with a
lady named Sweet-rose. Nothing has been heard of either of them since.”

"The god specified their child,” the dowager added, "so we know that Star-seeker himsalf must be dead.
So is Sweet-rose”

"Ha!" The merchant sat up straight. "How do you know that, my lady?

"I know! Now tell me why you are troubling yoursdlf with the matter?"



Fritz was hovering dangeroudy at my back. Frieda had brought the dowager'stea.

Silence. Place your bets, milords. On my |eft, Tickenpepper the Terrible, Burgomaster Johein in the
elephant class, and hiswel-known wife. On my right, Captain Tiger of Bargar, anameless servant
serving no obvious purpose, and... acertain ederly lady. Nutsl Sweetmesats! Buy your souvenir doublets
here...

"Perhaps | can cast some light on the matter,” | remarked helpfully. "It ismy turn to respond to our
learned friend'sinterminable discourse.”

"If you are quick.” The soldier took adrink.

With an angry growl, Fritz made threelong strides to the fireplace. He reached up to the high shelf of
bric-a-brac on the chimney and took down asmall hourglass. Inverting it, he set it on the hob and went
back to his previous place on the bench.

"Farisfar," | sad, risng iffly. | had walked far during the day and now had been stting too long. |
headed over to the hearth. "The wind blows, the night is not yet done. The matter | shal relateis
extremely relevant to your problem. | shall be asterse as| know how, but you must allow meto do it
judice”

| laid the hourglass on its Side and strolled back again, my heart soaring in triumph. | wasn't going to
mention that yet, though.

"| trust that thistime | shal not be interrupted! Thetdel would tel you iscaled Virtue Rewarded.”
17: Omar's Responsetothe Notary'sTale

Thetrade winds brought me from the Misty Idesto Verlia. | dissmbarked at Myto, acity | had never
vidted before. Within hours, it had won my heart— a bustling little port of white walls and red-tile roofs.
Its crowds were busy and yet good-humored. Men went unarmed, women did not hide their beauty
behind vells. The children laughed and even the beggars smiled. It had music and flowers and excellent
wine,

| soon found lodging at a dockside tavern and proceeded to earn my board with my tongue, asismy
wont. | was minded to spend sometimein thisrestored, prosperousland of Verlia. | would visit dl of its
seven cities, | decided, and as many of its hamlets as my feet would lead meto.

War and oppression were ancient history. The monarchy was popular, the land at peace. Men and
women of obvious Horsefolk extraction walked the streets unheeded, clad in motley like everyone else.

While| rgjoiced to see the people flourishing, | felt atinge of regret that the glory and heroism of the
Winter War had been so soon forgot. On my second day in Myto | found a statue of Venin an
overgrown corner of ashady plaza, haf buried inivy. It could never have been agood likeness anyway,
and | told the pigeons to continue what they were doing toit.

Thenext morning, | had avistor. The tavern was amost empty &t that time of day. | sat aone, munching
my way through alate breskfast of biscuits, cheese, and ripefigs, lisening in part to the busy clamor of
the docks outsde— gulls and pulleys, men shouting, horse tackle jingling. Mainly, though, my thoughts
were on some inconsequential yarns| had heard the previous evening. Then two thick and hairy asamslaid



themselves on the boards in front of me. Their owner sat down opposite.

"Y ou are Homer, the trader of tales?' He had a deep, censorious voice. It implied that if | were not who
he said | was, then the fault must be mine.

| confess| blinked a couple of times at him. He was big and meaty, yet the cloth draped over hisleft
shoulder displayed yellow kittens on a purple-and-emerad background. On the other he bore violets and
daisesin even gaudier hues. Between them was aforest of black hair, with ablack spade beard above. |
found the combination unsettling, athough bright color was not thought effeminate in that country. Asitis
part of my craft to be visbly astranger, | was garbed in drab sailor clothes, which were screamingly
conspicuousin Myto.

| nodded to his question. My nose wastdling me horse, my eyeswere saying road dust, and both
added sweat, yet his clothes were fresh. He had taken time to change but not bathe. Urgency? Why?

He announced himsdf. "True-vaor of Galmish. | have work for you."

His manner nettled me; it implied that the outcome of our discussion was aforegone conclusion. Granted,
he was capable of carrying me out under one arm, ether kicking and screaming or deeping peacefully,
whichever he preferred. A warrior? Perhaps. A henchman for somebody, certainly. He was not acting on
hisown behalf.

"| shall be honored to hear how | may serveyou, True-vdor."

He glanced around impatiently, asif hoping his horse would walk in, ready to leave. "A certain noble
wishesto hear some of your stories. Hewill pay youwell." Helaid hisbig handsflat on thetable, asif
about torise.

| tore amouthful of bread from theloaf. " Speak on," | said, pushing it in my mouth.

He reacted with surprise and then displeasure. " The house in which you will perform isthree hard days
ride from here. Y ou are capable of stting ahorse?"

| nodded and continue to chew.

Musclesflexed under his beard. "Well, then?| said you would be well rewarded.”

| held out an empty palm.

Glaring, he reached under the violets and daisies and produced awash-lesther bag. After a prudent
glance around the room, he tipped a shower of gold coinsinto his other hand for meto see. Then he

replaced them and returned the bag to hismotley. "My master is both rich and generous." He folded
those arms asif daring meto try to take his expense alowance from him by force.

Apparently that was dl the explanation he intended to provide. But no onein Verliahad been expecting
me, or even knew of my existence. | had not been ashore long enough for my reputation to travel three
days journey and bring this musclebound flunky rushing to my presence. When the gods have work for
me, they usually send word in dreams.

| had thought | was on vacation.



| swalowed haf my cud and mumbled around therest. "Tell me who summonsme.”
A faint flush crept out of the top of True-vaor's beard. "I told you— anoblelord."
"And whotold him to?'

Bullyboy laid hisarms on the table again and leaned forward threateningly. Obvioudy he had felt insulted
even to be sent on this errand, and to have the object of it talk back to him was closeto intolerable. He
addressed me asif my wits had worn thin. "My lord takes orders from no one but the king himsalf. Nor
does he answer questions from the likes of you."

"Did he himsdf ingtruct you?'
"I will not beinterrogated, either! Do you spurn my offer?”
| was tempted to, just to see what would happen. | decided it would hurt.

"Meaning you don't know the answer," | said cheerfully. "I will get it before | ang.” | rose and bellowed
acrossto the innkeeper to tell him | wasleaving. "What are we waiting for?"

Erect on hishind paws, True-vaor of Galmish stood agood head taler than I. The sash binding his outfit
together was sea-blue, with an intricate pattern of white gulls and gold dolphins. The jeweled dagger
tucked in it must be some sort of inggnia. He regarded me with disgust.

“No baggage?"

"Nothing worth going upstairsfor,” | said. "Pray lead the way, Y our Honor."
| could not wait to see him from the rear.

So began a hectic journey across country, through lush green valleys, over rocky upland pastures. Verlia
prospered under therule of itskings, but | hardly had timeto notice. | was rushed past vineyards,
orchards, olive groves, sunlit hamlets of white and red, al in ablur, mostly at full gallop.

True-vaor traveled in style, with four subordinates and two pack horses. Hismen were dl just as dandily
dressed as he was, but they set a bone-breaking pace. We thundered over the land like a summer storm,
rasing dust, scattering peasants and livestock, raining money. At every post my guides demanded the
best mounts, regardless of cost, scorning to bargain. By night we dwelt in the best inns, dining like kings,
wenching, deeping on silk sheets. Peacocks my companions might be, but they were ahard-riding,
hard-mouthed band. | was pushed to my limitsto keep up with them.

Although | had little time or breath for conversation, | soon established what manner of men they were.
Despite dl theroyd edictsforbidding private armies, any landowner of stature kept afew score of tough
youngsters on hand and a cache of wegponsin the cdllar, just in case. Officidly | wasin the company of
asecretary, aflutist, aveneerer, an archivist, and apainter of watercolors. In redity— acaptain, a
corporal, and three lancers. After the second evening, | would have backed them against ateam of
Jurgolbian bear wrestlers. The flutist took offensein abar. The group of them then proceeded to
demoalish both it and adozen of itsinhabitants. | have rarely witnessed such adetailed annihilation.

Men who ride together can rarely resst the camaraderie of the road for long. | began by regarding my
guards as thugs or popinjays, demon-ridden butterflies. They took me for abeggar and resented being



required to escort me. A grudging friendship began to arise out of mutua respect. They appreciated my
horsemanship and | wasimpressed by their skills a mayhem. We shared acommon interest in wenching.

| learned that their employer was a high lord indeed, Fire-hawk of Kraw, adirect descendant of my
old... | mean thelegendary Sure-justice of Kraw. Juss. Moreover, Fire-hawk claimed descent from his
eldest son and wasthustitular head of the clan and lord of Still Weters.

Ven'sfamily still held the throne, asHool had decreed it would, but it had not been especidly fruitful.
Possibly Verl had restricted the number of progeny to avoid disputes over the succession. The present
monarch was King High-honor of Verl— even now, the kings did not name their lineage after Hool
except when visiting the northern provinces. High-honor had areputation as a philanderer, but he
acknowledged only two children, both in their teens and both legitimate.

Jusssline, on the other hand, had been prolific beyond reason, scattering sons everywhere. Verliawas
widely blessed with his descendants— Lord This of Kraw and Lord That of Kraw, al over the place. |
wondered whether they dl still worshipped the same dragon's tooth, or if the god had somehow divided
himsalf. How many teeth could adragon spare? But | was confident then that | knew who had
summoned me, and therefore the urgency. Dragons are not known for their patience.

| was wrong. It does happen.

My first inkling that | had jumped to an unwarranted conclusion came on thefinal day. It waslate
afternoon, we had been riding hard since dawn, and the sunlight felt like awhip. | was hardly in amood
to appreciate the scenery anymore, athough | had registered that we skirted the edge of alarge lake, and
the shores ahead were heavily wooded.

Suddenly True-vaor bellowed a question back to Stern-purpose of Foon, the young artist. | turned in
time to see him shield his eyes againgt the sun. He called out an affirmative.

Tomy surprise, True-valor at once dackened the pace, announcing that we need not tire the horses. We
dropped to atrot. | detected relief al around me.

| edged my mount closeto our leader's. "Why this sudden consideration for livestock, Captain?’
"Still Weters" He pointed.
A few spires showed above the trees at the end of the lake. "So it's Still there? Isthat surprisng?'

True-valor sneered with atrooper'straditional arrogance. "All will be made plainin good time, Master
Homer."

So much for our budding friendship! But none of us knew the redl reason behind his mission to fetch me,
and that was vexing him again, now our destination wasin sight.

| turned back to studying the view ahead, to seeif | could discover what had prompted the sudden
relaxation. | failed. | was no wiser when we trotted across the bridge into Fire-hawk's palace. Being a
foreigner, | did not recognize the roya standard flying from the highest tower.

| have seen my share of palaces, have even owned one or two. | have known some richer than Still
Waters— larger, older, moreintimidating or impressive— but none more beautiful. It sprawlsover a
cluster of wooded idands, connected by many bridges. Little of it can ever be seen at onetime, but



whatever isin Sght isinvariably eye-catching: trellises of marble againgt greenery, white arches reflected
in jade pools, towers againg the sky, ba conies floating among branches. For alife amid flowers,
birdsong, and fair vistas, Still Watersis unmatched anywhere.

Only asmall part of it dates back to the founding of the kingdom, of course, but Juss himsdlf chosethe
ste and began the building. The former errand boy for Gozspin, Purveyor of Fresh and Nutritious
Vegetable Materid's, had ended his daysin splendor. That would have pleased him greetly.

With the sun aready sdling down to the hills, | was escorted to somewhat unimpressive quarters and
assigned an equaly unimpressive flunky as my escort and vaet. His name was Towering-oak of Letus.
He had as many airs as pimples, alarge nose, and an even larger sense of his own importance. He was
al arms and legs, bundled in enough spectacular fabric to make birds of paradiselook like crows. He did
not seem overwhelmed by the honor of serving me.

| washed away the dust of my journey. Towering-oak threw open a chest filled with motley for meto
choose from. He offered to assst mein wrapping, if | felt unable to handle the contortions required. |
made mysdlf presentable without his help.

Meanwhile, though, | was learning from him thet the royd family wasvisting Still Waters: King
High-honor, Queen Sea-jewe, Prince Just-blade, and Princess Nightingale. Lord Fire-hawk and Lady
Rose-dawn were understandably honored, my valet confided with asgh.

And which of these exdted personages had sent for me? | inquired.

Heredly did not know, he said. Hereally did not care, heimplied. Her ladyship, most likely, he
supposed. The king had unexpectedly decided to extend hisvisit for a second week. Her ladyship had
been hard-pressed to find suitable entertainment for the additional evenings, having run out of jugglers,
mummers, musicians, and masgues. Theroya visitors would be departing on the morrow, and then
everything could return to normal.

And the trader of tales might be thrown out with the dops, perhaps?

Now | understood the sudden change of heart on the road. All aong, True-vaor and his band had been
worried that they might not deliver me before the king departed.

Even for aman who has seen monarchs without number, there is something specid about performing
before acourt, and | was eager to meet descendants of the legendary sons of White-thorn. My
harrowing journey from Myto seemed likely to prove worthwhile.

Y et by now | had realized that the Situation was not as Smple asit had seemed. Someone must have
mentioned my nameto Lady Rose-dawn, either her god or amortal prompted by agod, for no mortal
could have known of my presence in the time available. But which morta, which god? It might not be
Kraw, after dl.

| was ready. Towering-oak of Letusinquired if | wished to eat, which | did. Heled me off across bridges
and lawns, from idand to idand. Dusk wasfdling, lanterns glowed on thetrails. To explore dl of Still
Waters would take weeks. Even by daylight it isamaze. | was physicaly battered from my journey and
strung fight as alute at the thought of performing for agod. | did not redlize where we were headed until
we walked into the heat and din.

"Help yoursdf,” my companion said with alanguid wave of overpowering generosity. "Wait hereand I'll



fetch you if you're wanted.”

Heturned away asif hiswork were done. | grabbed his motley and spun him around with ayank that
amogt unraveled him before the entire kitchen staff of the paace.

"Not so fagt, sonny!" | said. "I do not eat in kitchenswhen | am to speak with kings. Tonight | dinewith
royaty!"

Hesqueded. "That istotally impossiblel™

"Then| tdl notdes"

Seeing that | meant what | said, Towering-oak of Letusdid exactly what | expected him to do— flew
into apanic. Heyelled for the guard. With the palace dready in turmoil because of the king'svisit, the
guards had no interest in one obstinate entertainer, and everyone in authority was engaged €l sewhere.
They disposed of the problem by throwing mein acell.

Wi, | have seen dmost as many jails as pa aces, and that one was better than most— four walls of stout
timber with abed, but no chains or bloodstains. Although the window was barred, anightingae sang
outsideit. | sat down and prepared to wait on developments, regretting only that | had not filched more
than two honey tarts from the kitchen while | had the chance. | had bardly finished the second when the
lock rattled and the door creaked open.

The man who entered was ingtantly identifiable, although I had never seen him before. He was of middle
yearsand middle sze. He smiled with irresstible politeness. His motley was neither especialy gaudy nor
especialy drab; jade and cobalt, without afold misplaced, hanging to hisankles and draping hisarmsto
the elbows. He was unremarkable, to a remarkable degree— one of those facel ess officialswho breed in
the crevices of governments everywhere, diling whedls, greasing pams, making things happen.

"Master Homer? | deeply regret this misunderstanding.” The intense sincerity he projected made my skin
crawl.

| sat up. "The situation can be corrected, Magter...?"

"My nameis of no consequence. | am merely amessenger.” He glanced out into the corridor and then
closed the door and leaned againgt it. He smiled smoothly, rubbing his hands. "Whatever arrangements
you requireto ad you in your presentation this evening will be made available. It isour intention to
provide thefinest entertainment possiblefor theroya party, and your reputation is our assurance thet this
fina night will be the consummeate climax of their stay here.”

| fet asif | were being smothered in hot wool. ™Y ou serve Lord Fire-hawk?"

"I am of no importance. | am here only to further your art. Y our reputation has preceded you, Master
Homer. We have al heard wonders of the trader of tales. Just make your wishes known to me, master.
Indoors, or outside on thelawns? A large audience, or asmal one?’

"Whatever auits" His eagernessto oblige was infectious. "I can perform under dmost any conditions.”
"And dmost any performance by you, Master Homer, would be atriumph for any other storyteller. But

we do not seek an average performance, or even an outstanding one. We want Homer's ultimate
magterpiece, atdling that will itself be the subject of tellingsfor generations.”



He paused for amoment, gppraising me, and | had a sense of something about to pounce.

"Subject to your approva,” he continued smoothly, "1 have arranged for your narration to take placein
the West Portico. It isasort of veranda, haf indoors and haf outdoors. We shall hang asinglelight over
you, and leave therest of the place dark. That will be dramatic, yes? We shd| seat the audience among
the potted plants and statues and so on, to make the atmosphere as intimate as possible.”

Shivers of darm ran down my backbone.

"| should prefer asmall, well-lighted room with the seets close together and as hard as possible, to keep
my audience awake!"

His eyes seemed to hood themselves. "Ah? | have been told that the trader of tales can weave anet of
wordsto ensnare the very souls of hislisteners. It issaid that he will oftentimes entrance his audience,
spellbind them so that they become unaware of the passage of time or the worries of theworld. Isthis
indeed possible, master? Can mere words do this?!

If anyone should know the answer, it was he. | felt half mesmerized aready, the rabbit before the snake.
My wits raced around madly, seeking escape.

"Trancdlike States in some listeners have been reported from time to time. Some people are more
susceptible than others.”

"For how long? An hour? Two?'
| shrugged, my mouth almost too dry to answer. "Not likely two. Not after a heavy med.”
"One, though?Y ou could guarantee one hour?"

He endured my stare with bland confidence. His accent was not True-vaor's or Towering-oak's. He
came from Uthom. He was one of the court party, aglove over royd fingers. Whose game was he
playing? Was the queen trying to cuckold the king, or the prince hastening his own successon? The game
was boundless and the opportunity for foul play unquestioned. | suspected, though, that my visitor would
not dirty his hands over amere theft, nor adalliance. That left assassination.

"Who sent you?"
A smile of deep regret. "That information | cannot give you.”

"At least namethe onel am supposed to distract! A man? A woman? Thiswill influence my choice of
materid."

He sighed. "Y ou misunderstand. | seek only to further your art.” He did ahand insde thefolds of his
motley. "But if you achieve the effect | described... onehour... Of course a the completion of your tale
we expect our host to toss you a purse of gold. That goeswithout saying. Hewill be generous. But if you
can contrive the sort of spellbinding that | mentioned, then...."

He held out a hand. On his palm shone one of the largest jewels | have ever been alowed close to, about
the s9ze of astrawberry. Eveninthedim little cell, it glowed with athousand summer rainbows. He
moved his hand and myriads of fireflies danced over thewadlls.



"You arejoking!" | gasped. "It isaking's ransom."

He shrugged faintly, asif he agreed with me. "1 wasingtructed to promise you this reward. | admit it
seems extravagant, but you have my word on it, by the god of my fathers."

"Riches havelittle attraction for me," | protested, athough | could not tear my eyes from the diamond. "
usualy give them away to beggars or pretty wenches."

"One hour," he whispered, tucking the jewel away. He knew he had me hooked.

Conscience told me | should have no truck with this suave scoundrel. Experience told me that he would
never deliver the bribe, and it was not the sort of fee that could be obtained by legd action.

Alad | confessl | found the chalengeitsdlf irresdtible.
And | wasflattered. | am only human, after dl.

The best way to ded with temptation, the Blessed Osmosis taught, isto rationdize it into aduty, for there
can be no evil in performing aduty. Fire-hawk was head of the senior branch of Sure-justicé's clan. This
was hishome and therefore Kraw's. The dragon was around here somewhere, and nothing was going to
happen in Stilll Watersthat he did not want to happen. Anything he did want to happen would.
Eventually. No matter what | did or said. Right? Right. So | should perform as requested and do the bet
| was capable of. That was my obligation to those who had hired me. My duty!

| Sghed. "l shdl try to earn your bauble, my lord." | hoped that | would not learn of my successfroma
dying man's scream. | wasalunaticif | thought | would ever seethat gem again...

The courtier was happy, smiling hissincere amile. "And the staging | mentioned will be satisfactory?'

"It sounds effective.” | good up shakily. "I landed mysdf in here by demanding that | dine with the king. It
helpsif | can assess my audience beforehand.”

"Alas, theroyd party isalready at table, Master Omar, and protocol forbids anyone el se to be seated
now. | can let you view them from adistance, if you wish. | can have you proclaimed by afanfare of
trumpets when you make your entrance later, if it will help.”

"Not very much. Show methevictim... | mean audience.”

| peered out through amarble screen at the roya banquet, the snowy cloths, gold plate, glittering
chanddiers. There must have been ahundred people dining in that hal, but only the high table interested
me. My mysterious courtier had vanished, doubtlessinto whatever invisible palitica crypt he normally
inhabited. At my side, asubdued Towering-oak whispered names and titlesfor me.

The king was obvious. High-honor wasthen in hisearly fifties and the sixteenth year of hisreign. Hewas
alarge man, tending to obesity but still striking. He wore his honey-colored hair long and hisdightly
reddish beard forked. He was not unlike his ancestor Ven, but the resemblance semmed mostly from fair
Horsefolk coloring. High-honor's mother had been anortherner; his appearance must owe alot moreto
her than to his great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. Perhaps to accentuate hisfairness,
the king favored motley of dark hues, and that done made him stand out amid al the butterflies. He had a
loud voice, aboigterouslaugh, ajovid manner. | admired the way he kept conversation flitting around the



table, never monopolizing attention as monarchs can so easily, keeping everyoneinvolved. | watched him
tease to provoke merriment, and flirt to flatter the ladies, but the victims did not seem to suffer hurt. Once
or twice someonewould aim abarb at the king himself, and his laugh would boom out asloud as any.
Seeing himin theflesh, | understood his popularity. Whatever his policies might be, High-honor had a
great persondity, and | did not doubt that it was genuine. Likable isaword rarely applied to kings, but it
suited him.

About Queen Sea-jewe, | wasless certain. She, too, was inclined to plumpness, but her maids had
dressed her well. Her hair was silver, astriking contrast to eyes and skin darker than most. She was
conversing readily enough, yet | fdt that her vivacity wasless genuine than her husband's. Shewas acting
apart, | thought, doing what queensdo in public. In private she might behave otherwise, but | could not
guess how that might be.

Princess Nightingale was of the age at which princesses are married off. She had her mother's dark
coloring. | prefer to describe young ladies as beauties whenever | can, but | confessthat she wastoo
dender for my taste, too fragile. To my critical eye, her smiles appeared forced and her movements
uncertain. Thispublic display wasagrain for her, athough some of that shyness could be attributed to
her youth. She seemed strangely uninterested in the young men vying for her atention, which suggested
an absent lover, of course.

Prince Just-blade was aboy barely into his growth spurt. Although princes are notorioudy precociousin
matters of the heart, he was too young to be pursuing girls. He was having considerable trouble just
staying awake, fighting back yawns. He did not look like ajuvenile monster who would plot hisfather's
demise, but that did not mean that someone else might not make such arrangements on his behalf.

So therewastheroyd family of Verlia

| turned my attention to the host, Lord Fire-hawk. Again | convinced myself that | could seea
resemblance to the legendary ancestor of Liberation days, but | was generdlizing. Juss had been avery
typica native of the Land Between the Seas, and so was Fire-hawk. Hewastall, dark, and sinister. His
eyeswere never gill, therest of hisfeaturesimmobile. | could read nothing from hisface a al. There was
too much background noise for me to make out what was being said, so | had to judge the speakers
words by the effects they produced. Fire-hawk rarely seemed to jest, and when he did, | detected false
notesin the resulting laughter. | assumed that hiswit could bite.

That one, | decided, was dangerous.

Hiswife, Lady Rose-dawn? Tall, dark, stunning. A year or two past the prime of her beauty, perhaps,
but till the most striking woman in ahall that contained more than its share of beauties. The strain of
entertaining the roya family for amost two weeks was showing on her, though. She looked jumpy,
worried... or wasthat only my overheated imagination at work? To befair, | doubt if | would have
reached that conclusion had | not been searching for suspicious behavior. No one else would have
noticed anything amiss.

The two stripling pages serving the royd couple were her sons, so Towering-oak informed me.

| went on to ingpect the senior nobles and officials and courtiers present, the young blades and the old
foxes. | learned nothing of importance, for | did not know who mattered. | wished | had a better guide.
Had | asked my young companion to name the personsin that hal most likely to be conspiring againgt the
king'slife, hewould just have stared at mein bewilderment.



Who had arranged for me to be rushed to this place? Who had prompted the nameless bureauicrat to
offer methat priceless bribe? By definition, kings have more influence at court than anyone dse.

If High-honor was not the intended victim, then he was the most likely congpirator. What could he be up
to?

Do you believein ghosts? | do. | have met them too often to deny their existence, dthough | grant that
they arerare, and usudly very shy. | sensed onein Still Watersthat night.

The veranda was open on three Sdes to the gardens, stone arches leading out to lawns and shrubberies
and shiny poals, with fountains tinkling and night-blooming flowers scenting the air. It was hard to tell
where gardens ended and indoors began. At the far end, this strange chamber flowed back into the
paace and became a proper room, furnished with uphol stered sofas and rich rugs, but even there it was
dark. My audience sat in small groups, spread out amid potted palms and statues and great onyx tubs of
roses. | wasthe only person clearly visble. It was an ided setting for amurder. Any assassin worth his
slken cord could have crept up on anyone there.

No need to consder thetae | should tell. Thiswas Still Waters. | felt aneed to pay tribute to its founder.

Silent, | waited for sllence, for the last giggling whispersto die away. Then, "Your Mgedties,” | said
softly, "my lords, my ladies... | would tell you of an errand boy whom the gods called to greatness.” Soll
began.

Many of thefaceswere barely visble. | had located the king himsalf and planned to keep an eye openin
his direction, but being under the light myself, with everyone e se obscured in the summer night, | had
trouble knowing which of the other shadows were audience and which were satuary, or chairs, or plants.
Some of my listeners had drunk more than was good for them and at first they tended to murmur
commentsto their neighbors. They fell silent asmy tale progressed, until soon the only sounds were my
voice and the fountains, and faint traces of alutein the far distance.

| thought | started with fourteen listeners, athough | might have missed a couple. After ashort while,
there were only thirteen. Then | felt better. And then twelve. Good! Now | knew the game, | could forget
thoughts of nswithout wondering what | should do if | suddenly counted fifteen. One of the
departed was the king himsdlf, as| had surmised might be the case. | wastoo engrossed in my
gorytdling to work out who else was missing. It was none of my business anyway.

| had promised to give them an hour, and | did. No one noticed their absence. No one so much as
coughed.

But as | carried my audience from the dums of Algazan to therigors of the Winter War, | sensed that
another had joined our company. Call it imagination if you like. Put it down to nervous strain on top of
three very long days and two very hard nights. | do not claim to have seen aclear vison. Modtly | just felt
his presence. Once or twice | thought someone stood in the shadows at the corner of my eye, but when |
looked that way, he had moved somewhere else. Can one fed laughter? That night | did. | wondered if
the dragon god had fetched him— dragons have an odd sense of humor, so they say. | think that Juss
heard my talethat night, and | believe that he enjoyed it. | made"Generd Brains' just alittle bigger and
braver than he had been. That was only fitting in the house of hisline. | was careful not to diminish
"Generd Brawn," of course.

As| described Vandok fleeing into the cave to seek refuge with Hool, | felt somehow that the ghost had
left. | drew my taleto aclose.



| often seetearsin my listeners eyesat such times. | rarely fed themin my own, aso.
There were fourteen people present again, so | had fulfilled my task.

Now my current tle, thistale of atae, isamost finished, aso. Nobility gpplauded and cheered. Servants
rushed in with lights and refreshments and musicians.

At close quarters, the king was as personable as | had expected. He shook my hand, congratulated me,
presented me with aring, made jocular inquiries about hiring me asroya speechwriter.

The queen was perfectly charming, just as she would have been had | bored everyone sensdless.

Lord Fire-hawk, coolly grateful, dropped the requisite pouch of gold into my hand for all to see. He
made some acidic remarks about my sources of information being more complete than his own records
and having one of hisarchivigsinterview meinthe morning. | did not mention that | knew one of his
archivigs already and that the lad behaved most royadly in the evenings— one learnstact around kings.

Then | was dismissed, like any common [ute jockey.

It happens.

Usudly | frugtrate the attempt by extending the conversation until the gentry forget that | am not one of
them, but that night | was content to beled off to my room. Fedling | had earned my bed, | threw mysdlf
into it with asigh of relief and aydl of agony. The sharp lump under the sheet was adiamond the Size of
astrawberry.

Then | knew who had instigated my appearance before the crowned heads of Verlia. Not Kraw,
milords! The king must have beseeched hisown god, Verl, to aid him in his suit; she had taken the
opportunity to reward a certain service | had performed for her many years before. My skills have
oftentimes been well rewarded, but never have | received an honorarium to match that jewe. It wasa
roya reward, and adivine one, aso.

| did not meet the nameless courtier again. | did not speak again to any of theroyd family. By thetimel
awoke in the morning, their train was aready winding itsway up the road, heading back to Uthom.

Nor wasthere any further talk of archivesor archivists. True-vaor escorted meto the palace gates. He
did offer meahorse, but | declined. I'd had enough of horsesfor awhile.

Who was the lucky lady?Who came dipping back at the same time asthe king returned? Ahal A teller

of talesisnot atattletale. It waslong ago and far away. To reveal her name here and now would do no
one harm, but even if | would, I cannot. She was alady-in-waiting to the princess, and | had paid her no
gpecia heed when | inspected the royal party at dinner. | was not presented to her later. | could hardly
ask her namein the king's presence. She had the charm of youth, if no wondrous beauty; | confess| fet a
little sad that High-honor would pursue one of his own daughter's companions, but he had areputation as
alady's man, and his people wereinclined to turn ablind eye. Good kings are hard to find.

I wish | had known High-honor better. It was only a couple of weeks after the events | have described
that the ns struck him down. Queen Sea-jewe acted as regent until Prince Just-blade came of age.



18: The Fourth Judgment
"Have you quitefinished?' the merchant roared.
"l havefinished that tale, Y our Honor. | have othersif—"
"Tarrydiddie! Arrant claptrap! Y ou have wasted our time."
"| thought that was the whole idea? A long winter night to kill—"
"Beslent!" the soldier snapped. He looked just as angry as the burgomaster, and considerably more
dangerous. "Y ou said you had relevant information to provide, and you have been spinning moonbeams.
Firg, it isfifty years snce the degth of High-honor."
"Not quite!" | protested. "Forty-five or forty-six.”
"Quiet!" Hefingered the hilt of hissword. "And forty-sx years ago, you were not conceived.”
"Firgt-person narrative—"

"Silence! You arealiar and acommon gossip, repesating ancient danders about your betters.”

| glanced around and did not see afriendly face. Even Gwill looked glum, struggling to stay awake after
hisde. Fritz bared histeeth hungrily.

"Produce your evidence, Master Omar,” the actress said. " Show usthe fabulous jewel !

"Alas, maam, it'slong gone. | carried it around for months, wondering what to do with it. Then | midaid
it, or perchance awench went through my pocketswhile| dept.”

"Evenif what you said were true,” the merchant growled, "it would at be irrdlevant anyway. High-honor
isof nointerest to us. It's his great-grandson or great-granddaughter we want— child of Star-seeker, the
son of Just-blade."

Fritz stood up and flexed hisarms. "1 must fetch more wood. Have | your leave to take out the garbage
a thesametime?'

Again dl eyeswent to Captain Tiger, who shrugged. "Why not? As her ladyship said afew minutes ago,
it may betimeto let justice takeits course. We have tolerated this vagabond long enough.”

Fritz began to move... | opened my mouth...

"Let him be," said aquiet, raspy voice.

Wedl turned to the dowager. She was staring into thefire, gpparently lost in adaydream.
"My lady?" the soldier said. He was not the only one surprised by this sudden change of heart.

"Let him be," she repeated softly, not looking around. "There may well be some truth in what he said.”



"Quiteimpossible, maam! | might just accept that he could have been in Verliaas an adolescent twenty
years ago, but never forty-five." He was reminding her that his eyesight was much better than hers.

For amoment the room seemed to hold its breath.

She sighed, still studying the embers. "I remember High-honor, and he was much as Master Omar
described him. The tale was embellished, no doubt, but these storytellers pass on their yarnsto one
another, and | daresay that some such event occurred. Let him be."

Tiger shrugged and released his sword.

Gwill looked relieved. "If we are about to judge between Master Tickenpepper's story and Master
Omar's, then | do fed that Master Omar's had a more professiona polish..." He paused to sneeze and
did not continue.

No one else was interested.
Fritz snarled like ahungry lion pouncing on athorn bush by mistake. He went stalking over to the door
and donned afur cloak that must have been stitched together from the pelts of severa bears. Wind

howled joyoudy around the room for amoment, swirling the ferns on the floor, and then the great door
boomed shut behind him.

"Rosalind, child," the old woman told the fireplace, "I think the time has cometo tell these people who
you are.”

The maid shrank, cowering low on the bench. "Y es, m-m-m-my |-l-lady.” She glanced to and froin
sudden panic, seeking escape, a hare cornered by a dog pack.

"Why not go fetch the casket?" Still the old woman had not looked around.
"Yes, m-m-my |-I-lady!" The girl rose and scurried to the sairs.
Friedajumped to her feet and grabbed my padded shoulder. "Quick! Comewith me!"”

She darted around the counter, grabbing the lantern on the way, and disappeared into the kitchen.
Surprised, | roseto follow her, shuffling in the cuffs of Fritz's pants.

The kitchen was much smaller than | had expected, dominated by awork table, abutcher's block, and a
black iron range, presently cold. Faint odors of fresh bread il lingered from the day. When Fritz went in
there, he must be constantly banging his head against the hams and copper pots and nets of onions
hanging from the beams. Three skinned chickens dangled among them. Two walls were hidden by
shelves bearing rows of jars, crocks, cheeses, but the one opposite the range held awindow. Friedawas
wrestling with the bars on the shutter.

| caught hold of her arm— my hand muffled insde adeeve— and | eased her awvay fromiit.

"Darling," | said softly, "we do not need to look at the scenery now. It's never that great in pitch
darkness, anyway."

"ldiot!" shesad, pulling free. "Heisgoing to kill you!"



"Many havefdt that way. No one has succeeded yet." She wasadmost astdl as|, but not quite. I could
smile down at the anger and fear in her gorgeous blue eyes. | could have stayed there for hours.

"Heisnot joking, Omar! He loved that monster. Y ou made afool of him. Heredly will be revenged on
you! | have seen him beat men to dough for much less. After, hewill throw you in asnowbank and leave
youtodie, | know hewill!"

"Then give me one precious kiss, my beloved, so that | may go to the gods smiling. Just onekiss, and
nothing else that happensin my lifewill be of any importance whatsoever."

"Oh, be serious, you lummox!" Friedaturned back to the shuitter.

| swung her around and wrapped my deeves around her.

"Do you not redlize, my Goddess of Love, that it was your rich lipsthat brought me back here? The
joyful sparklein your eyes, the bloom on your cheek? Of course | knew that beauty such asyoursis
aways guarded by dragons, but | lost my heart when | saw you in springtime. No threat or danger would
keep me from return—"

She began to struggle. | would not have engaged in such tactics had the match not been afair one. Frieda
was a powerful woman, and | only barely maintained my hold as we shimmied and staggered together
under the vegetables. | tried in vain to bring my lipsto hers.

"l would kissyour toesif we had timefor daliance," | panted.

"Numbskull!" she stormed. "At least he cannot inflict brain damage on you."

"I could spend an hour worshipping your kneecaps and composing sonnets to your elbows.”

| might have gone on to become quite lyrical then, had she not contrived to stamp on my |eft foot. |
clasped it in both deeves as | hopped up and down on the other, choking back execrationsin Drazalian,
Jorkobian, and even Wuzzian. When [ finaly managed to spesk civilly, shewas again fussng with the
shutter— a single-minded woman.

"What," | gasped through my tears, ""do you think you are doing?"

"The key to the stable is above the door. Fritz can't see thiswindow from the woodshed. As soon as he
comes back in, you must run across and get ahorse. Y ou probably won't have time to saddle—"

"Me? Sted ahorse? On anight likethis? Milady, you cast—"

"That waswhat you were going to do the last time, wasn't it?" She turned to me with a heart-rending flush
on her cheeks.

"I wasin ahurry. But you're giving me one now, and that would take al the fun out of it. No, | can never
leave without you, my precious mountain blossom.”

"Omar!" The caich in her voice wasthrilling. "Fritz will kill you!"

"No hewont! By dawn | shdl have him kissng my boots."



"Never! They arefine boots, but much too smdl for him."

"With meinthem!"

She snorted in dishelief. "If you think that, then you are too big for them yourself."
| held out my armsto her. "Tell meyou return my love. Just so | may die happy?'
"Imbecile! But now you arouse my curiogty."

"| shan't tell you what you are arousing.”

She laughed and took my face in both hands. The result was even more inspiring than | had expected.
Her kissing was superb, with afanatica attention to detail. | must have been grinning likeamaniac as|
limped back into the taproom.

It had been akind thought, but it wouldn't have worked. If Fritz found me missing when he returned, he
would be out to the stablein aflash, long before | could open it and lead out ahorse. | didn't have any
intention of leaving, anyway.

The maid was cregping downgtairs, clutching asmall casket. The next tale was about to begin.

Thelight from the lantern caught her. | saw the thickening under her chin and suddenly somethings
became obvious.

19: TheMaid'sTale

M -m-my nameis Rosalind, may it please you, dthough | am dso known asHeidi. | am... | mean, | was
until afew daysago... amaidservant for the margrave of Kraff. Not in his castle, but in histown housein
Gilderburg.

My mom was caled Rosalind and named me &fter her. She always called me Rosie. The cook who came
after her had a daughter named Rosalind, too, and | think that waswhy | cameto be cdlled Heidi instead
of Rose, so wewouldn't get mixed up.

My father was aprince and | am rightful queen of Verlia

| don't remember my father at al. | remember my mom telling me that he was a soldier, amercenary, and
he died of an arrow wound at the siege of Hagenvarch. That was before my mother came to Gilderburg,
S0 nobody else remembers him, either, nobody | know of. | don't know what name he went by when he
was asoldier. My mom never said much about him, or | don't remember if she did. | wasvery little, of
course. Not what he looked like or anything. She did tell me he was of noble birth, but not how they met,
or anything like that. She used to cry when she spoke of him.

Even here, my memories are patchy. She seemed very pretty to me, but they tell medl little children think
their mothers are pretty. She had dark hair and dark eyes. | think shewastal... I'm not sure. She died of
the coughing sickness. | must have still been little, because dl | remember isthat one day she wasn't there
anymore.

The other servants kept me, athough | suppose they must have told the margravine about me, and she
must have given leave for meto stay. It was kind of her. Not many people would have kept ausdess



orphan around. I've never seen the castle, not that | recdl, but the town house is very big, and the castle
ismuch bigger, so I'mtold. | have... had... abed up in theattics, but in the winter they let usdegpinthe
kitchens, for warmth.

Assoon as| was old enough, | began to work for my keep. Cleaning pots and scrubbing floors, mostly.

| amagood girl. | work hard and try to please. Cook often thanks me for doing agood job, not like
some. She trusts me with money to go out and buy thingsin the market. And | don't let the gardeners and
footmen take liberties.

Oneday in summer, avery strange thing happened. | know you will find it hard to believe, but Captain
Tiger and her ladyship have asked me about it, over and over, and they believe me. I'm agood girl. |
donttel lies

The margrave and margravine had left town and gone to the castle, and we were doing the spring
cleaning, which we always do, every year. We do it later than most of the big houses do, but that's
because we wait until the margrave isn't in residence anymore. Other houses staff laugh at usfor being
always late, but we do as good ajob asthey do.

So thismorning I'm helping Karl and Misiress Muller clean the young master's rooms and she sends me
up to the atticswith abox of winter quiltsto store. Thisisn't the attics where the servants deep. That'sin
the west wing, and thisisthe south wing, which isjust used for storage, and it'sdl dark and stuffy and I'm
frightened of getting cobwebs on my cap. Misiress Muller would scold me. It'sfull of all sorts of boxes
and trunks and things that must have been there for years and years. | finds a place for the box I'd
brought, leaving it with the [abeled side showing outward as Mistress Muller likes, and | don't waste time
and dawdle. | go back to the stairs, and when I'm about halfway down, then avoice speaksto me.

"Heidi!" it says. Plain assunbeamsinacdlar.
| sopswith my heart dl flittery-fluttery and says, "Who's there?"

"A friend of yours, Heidi," it says, ever so quiet and yet ever o clear. "I have important thingsto tell
you."

| says, "Isthat you playing devilment, Rab?' Thinking it wasthe turngpit, you see. That lad's got more
tricksn asack of kittens, Cook aways says.

Thevoice says, "No." It says, "Come back tonight when you have timeto listen, because | have alot of
important thingsto tell you.”

Well, then | thinksit must be Dirk, the footman, who's got nastier sorts of tricksin mind than Rab, so |
says, "You think I'm smple?’Y ou come out right now or I'll lock you in!™

But no one came out, so | run down and lock the door, thinking it must be Dirk and that'll serve him right.
Then | hears Dirk and Annasniggering in the laundry corner, so | knowsit isn't him, and | sort of forgot
al about it dl until | goesto bed that night. Then | rememberslocking the door and beginsto wonder if
I've locked young Rab in there. There's no one deegping in that wing with the family away. | getsto
worrying that Rab may be shut in there and shouting his head off and no onell hear him until next winter. |
can't recdl if I've seen him around since, or even at supper, and it'snot like him to misshisvictuas. |
learnsthe next day that Cook caught him into the preservesin the larder and shut him up in the wood
cdlar with no supper as punishment, but | don't know that then, lying in bed worrying. So eventudly |
gets so worried that | gets up, ever so softly, without waking Annawho | shares my room with, and |



wrap my cloak about me and | go creeping over to the other wing.

It's ever so spooky doing thisand | got to be ever so quiet, because if Mistress Muller catches me, shelll
think I'm aloose woman carrying on with Dirk or one of the other young men, and I'll be put out in the
street like some | could name. But | getsto the attic door and | unlocksit, and then | opensit very
quietly, and says, "Rab? Y ou can come out now."

And that strange little voice says, "Heidi, I'm not Rab, and I'm not Dirk, and not any of the footmen or
gardeners or stableboys. | have important thingsto say to you.”

| says, " Say them, then, because I'm not coming up those stairs.”

"Your red nameisRosdind,” the voice says, "and your mother was a princess and your father aprince,
and you should be aqueen on athronein afar land.”

"Rab," | says, "if you don't come right out here and stop this nonsenseright now, I'll lock the door again,
o0 hdpme”

"Y ou have abirthmark," the voice says, and it saysjust what the mark islike and whereit is, and then |
know thisisn't Dirk or Rab or any of the others, because I'm agood girl.

| findsit hard to breathe, I'm so taken aback. "How you know all that?' | says.

It says, "Because | am the god of your fathers. | knew your father and hisfather and al their fathers back
for hundreds of years, and they were al kings, and you should be a queen.”

Eventudly | gets cold standing there, so | do go up to the attic, and wraps mysdlf in one of the quilts | put
up there only that same day, and | sit and talk with the voice until | start to go to deep despite mysdlf and
how excited | am. Then the voice sends me back to bed. The next night | goes back again, and the next
night, and the voice tellsme dl sorts of things about me, and about the land | should be queen of.

It ssysitsnameisVerl, and on thethird night it leeds meto it, and it'sjust achinadove on a high shelf,
ever so small and covered with dust. And it tellsmeto take it back to my own room, and then | can put it
under my pillow and it can talk to me while I'm in bed while Annas adeep, and then | won't haveto
gpend so much timein the box room. And Verl said it wasn't sedling for meto take it— | mean him, or
maybe her, because Verl saysit doesn't matter which | cal him. Anyway, he had belonged to my mother.
Or my mother had belonged to him, since he'sagod, but even if people thought she, he, wasjust an
ornament, the ornament had belonged to my mother and my father before her, and was rightfully mine,
not the margrave's.

But Verl can't talk with anyone but me to explain this, so she told me how to keep her well hidden by
day, inaplace| hadn't known about and would never have thought of.

But a night | dipsVerl under my pillow and lies il in the moonlight as she tells me about my family.
My father was the son of the king, whose name was Just-blade. My father's name was Star-seeker, and
he fell very much in love with my mother, who was alady and pretty as|'d dways thought she was, and

whose name was Sweet-rose.

Prince Star-seeker told Sweet-rose he loved her and would marry her. Sweet-rose took awhileto
convince, but he wooed her and told her he would love her dways and be true until shefell inlove, too,



and they agreed to be married as soon as possible. The prince went to the king and asked his blessing.

But King Just-blade would not approve. He said that Star-seeker must marry a princess from another
land to sed atreaty. He said that the princess was aready on her way to Uthom to be betrothed,
athough she was too young to be married for severa yearsyet, but that did not matter because
Star-seeker also was too young to marry. Star-seeker's heart was a stone.

"How can | break this newsto Sweet-rose?" he asked himsdlf, and did not know the answer. So he went
to the shrine where hisfamily god was kept, aslver shrine al sparkling with rubies. The god was Verl, of
course. The prince knelt down and prayed, teling Verl dl histroubles.

"You areright and your father iswrong,” Verl said. " Sweet-rose isafine match for you, and thisforeign
child-princessis of tainted blood. Bring metheking.”

Star-seeker went and told hisfather that the god wanted him. King Just-blade went and listened to the
god, after making her wait afew days. But he refused to change his mind. The betrothal had been agreed
toin atreaty, he said, and to break it now would mean war. He dso said that family gods should not
meddlein politics, which was very disrespectful of him. He ordered Lady Sweet-rose banished from the
court, to alonely castle on the coast, called Zardon.

Prince Star-seeker went back to pray to Verl again. Thistime Verl wasvery angry with theking! The
god told Star-seeker to take her away from the palace. He mounted his horse and rode out aone, except
he took the god with him, ‘cos she told him to. Sheled him to where Lady Sweet-rose was imprisoned.
They escaped together. They were married by the god herself. The king ordered agreat hunt for them,
searching al the ships and posting guards on the mountain passes, but because they had the god with
them to help, the loversfled away without being caught.

They traveled north for along time, until they arrived in the Volkdander. Star-seeker becamea
mercenary soldier, and Sweet-rose became amother, when | was born. After that, when Star-seeker
went to fight, heleft hisgod Verl behind to guard hiswife and baby, and because he did not have hisgod
with him to protect him at the siege of Hagenvarch, he was struck in the shoulder by an arrow. Wound
fever took him.

Then my mother changed her name to Rosalind, because Sweet-roseis not ausua sort of namein our
country. Shetook service with the margravine, as cook. Foolishly, one summer when | was very small,
sheleft the god Verl back at the town house when we went to the castle. Being away from the god's
protection, she caught the coughing sickness and died.

All my lifethe god had waited on ashdf in the store room, waiting until 1 was grown up and she could
gpeak to mewhen | wasthere done. And now shetold me dl this and much more.

Shetold me, dso, that the bad King Just-blade had died and there was no king in Verlia, but I'm rightful
gueen. She said, too, that an oracle had said that Star-seeker's daughter would be found beyond the
Grimm Ranges. Shetold methat there was aman in Gilderburg looking for meand | must go and tell him
that | was the one he wanted.

Widll, | was very scared then, and | says| can't do athing like that, speak to a strange gentleman. Verl
say then | must tell Cook or Mistress Muller, so they can speak for me, and | saysthey won't believe me,
and | won't. And every night thegod istelling me, and | keepsrefusing.

But then the god says that the man will be leaving the next day, and thisis my last chance, and itismy



duty to go. So | putson my clothes, al quiet, and my coat, and | puts Verl in my pocket. | cregps down
the gairs, fedling like a very bad woman. | never done anything like that before. | unbarsthe kitchen
door, though my hands shake so much | can't hardly manageit. | goes out and creeps through the streets
to where Verl tells me, and then she saysto wait. There were lights on in thewindows till, dthough it
was ever S0 late.

So | waitsin the shadows until a carriage pulls up at the door, and then a gentleman comes out. | never
seen him before.

"Now, Rosdind!" Verl says, and | runsforward as he comes down the steps. He looks at mein surprise.
"Captain Tiger!" | says. "l am the queen you are seeking.”

And then | faints dead away.
20: Interlude

It wasdl very horrible. | have left out the awful stuttering, the long pauses, the quiet prompts from the
dowager when the spesker mumbled into confused silence. Even had | not glimpsed her goiter earlier, |
would have known thet the girl was acretin, or at least asmpleton, just from the way she spoke. Wedl
squirmed with pity asthe tale unfolded. The lantern guttered and failed altogether; the fire burned low. A
heavy darkness crept in on us.

Rosie seemed to believe her own story. Indeed, she had to believe it, for she lacked the witsto have
madeit up. | am not without skill or experiencein detecting fasehood. | could believein her. | could not
believe the truth of what she said, though. Why did her companions? It wasimpossible!

The dowager leaned across Captain Tiger and patted Ros€'s hand. That was the largest movement she
had made dl night. It brought tearsto my eyes.

For afew moments nobody spoke. Perhaps everyone wastrying, as| was, to imagine this pathetic
dredge ascending the throne of Verlia That wasimpossible, too, unless shewasjust to beused asa
figurehead married off quickly to some competent young noble who would wield the power and who had
no scruples about taking amoron to bed.

Was this the game that Captain Tiger and her ladyship were planning? Had they coached thewretchin
that improbable rigmarole in the hope of passing her off asrightful successor so that they could role
through her? | had thought better of both of them. Moreover, thiswas no ordinary missing-heir problem.
How could they ever expect Hool to accredit an imposter?

The notary till sat between me and the girl. He turned to look at me, and | saw my own thoughts
mirrored in hiseyes. He went up marginaly in my esteem. | glanced at the merchant, the actress, the
mingtrel, and saw the same pity— and the same disgust.

Rosie hersdlf had dumped back into her previouslassitude, the douch in which she had sat al night. Only
the casket a her feet was new, and the tiny porcelain bird on her lap, and its silken wrapping.

The burgomaster spokefirgt, of course. But he did not spring to attack the girl, who would have been
helpless before his bluster. He went straight for the dowager, who must be the prime mover in the

conspiracy.



"Perhaps you would explain your part in this, my lady?"

The old woman shrugged and went back to staring at the fire. She would not see eighty again. She must
be taxed to her limits by thislong night.

"l amfrom Verlia, asyou have guessed,” she croaked. "l am pained to seeit dithering into civil wer... the
assembly breaking down inriot, citiesrebuilding old wals... When the news of Hool's oracle arrived, |
wondered what | might do to help. | heard of Captain Tiger and hired him to assst me."

"Why you? A woman of your years embarking on such ajourney? Y ou carry patriotism to extremes,

"My sonswere occupied in drilling troops.”

He waited, but she added nothing more. His bushy black brows drooped even lower. "If you claim this
scullion asyour rightful queen, maam, then why not dress her as befits her rank?' He oozed dishelief.

The answer came in the same weary whisper. "For her own safety, it seemswiser to pretend that sheis
my servant, until wereach Verliaand | can assign her greater protection. She agreed to this."

Of course Rosie would agree. Shewould do anything a"lady” told her to. Even now, she seemed
unaware that she was the topic of conversation. But the redl reason must be that Rosie was incapable of
being anything more than a servant, and to start granting her roya honors would shatter the few wits she
had. She would go catatonic.

Burgomaster Johein turned his glower on the soldier. ™Y ou accept her tde, Captain?’
"l do."

"A serving girl rushes up to you in the street claiming to be aqueen and you believe her? Just like that?"
Consdering that he was addressing the only armed man in the room, the merchant was drawing closeto
rashness.

"Not quite likethat," Tiger said in athin voice. "We had her carded back into the armiger's house and
revived. Shewas hdf frozen and terrified out of ... aarmed at what she had done. We got her story out
of her— not as much as you have heard tonight, but enough to prick our curiosity. We asked her afew
questions. The answers surprised us. Next day we asked more. We inquired into her background.”

Johein snorted. "But the main witnessisthat figurine?"

Weadl looked again at the chinabird the girl had produced from the casket. It was adove, yes— made
of porcdlain and fredly glazed. It did not resemble in the dightest the image of the god Verl that | had...
that | had described when telling the tale of White-thorn. My word on the matter would carry no weight
with this company, of course. And even | could not deny that the god might have changed her icon since
those far-off days. Theimageis not the god, merely arepresentation, adwelling, asymbol. An ornament
iSan ornament.

Tiger spoke again, still softly, but with ahint of danger in hisstillness, like adrawn bow. "There havelong
been rumorsthat Prince Star-seeker took the roya god with him when he disappeared. That isthe
commonly accepted explanation of why the king's second marriage proved barren and hissster died
childless. Verlians expect their household gods to protect them from harm, but only within reasonable



limits. They know that they are morta. The god's primary responsbility is continuance of the family. Lack
of harrsisthefault of the god,"

"Of course," the merchant said venomoudly, "the bird does not talk to anyone but Rosie hersdf?"

There was a pause. The damp wood that Fritz had brought in earlier fizzed and hissed on the hearth. The
hourglass was back on the shelf, forgotten.

The two men stared across at each other in adeepening gloom.
"You arecdlingmeafool, Sr?

“Not at al."

"A liar, then?'

"l am asking you for an explanation, Captain. | credit you with enough intelligence to want more evidence
than we have heard so far."

Tiger nodded, accepting the implied apology but leaving the warning hanging in the smoky air. "Of course
| have more. Her ladyship and | had tarried two weeksin Gilderburg. We were intending to move on to
your own city of Schloshelsh the very next day. | had spoken with most of the leading citizens. | had
asked agreat many questions. Two young men had dready come forward claiming to be the missing heir.
Another, older man had claimed to be the missing Prince Star-seeker himself. Her ladyship and |
discredited dl three imposters with no trouble. | had not called upon the margrave of Kraff, ashewas
not in the city. Soif you think that the girl eavesdropped on my conversation, you may discard that
theory. It wasthe firgt thing that occurred to us."

The merchant opened his mouth, closed it, then said, "Master Tickenpepper?'

The notary coughed. "Thisis not aconventiona legal matter, Burgomaster. Human knowledge has limits.
The ultimate judge in the affair will be the god. The precedents..." Roasted by aglarefrom hisclient, he
cleared histhroat hastily and continued. "But afew points might be clarified. For example... Captain, you
were certainly not the only person running around the V olkdander this summer asking questions. We had
severd in Schlosbel sh, and the matter was the talk of the town for weeks."

"l expect it was"

That was partly my doing. | had been thefirgt in the field that spring. | had begun tdlling thetaein
Gilderburg the very day | had my argument with Fritz's dog, and | had continued all summer. My labors
had borne no fruit a all. | felt irked that Tiger and the old woman had met with more successthan | had,
especialy asthey had been working the homes of the nobility. | had concentrated on aehouses and
brothels, whose inhabitants are usually much more knowledgeable and entertaining.

Tickenpepper coughed. "In most cities the servants of the noble families behave like acraft guild. They
eavesdrop at table and then chatter among themsel ves— a footman from one house courting a
chambermaid in another, for example. Y our claimant mentioned that she ran errands for the cook. She
could have picked up the story from kitchen gossip, or in the markets."

Staring directly over Rose's head, Tiger regarded the little man with cold didike— which | fully shared,
asyou know by now. Rosie paid no heed.



"Y ou should not be surprised to learn, counsdllor, that such athought had occurred to us. When the girl
displayed knowledge of matters | had not mentioned, such asthe likelihood that the prince had abducted
hisfather'sgod, | did consider the possibility that other inquirers might have revealed more than | had.
One should never underestimate gossip and rumor, as | am sure you will agree. Soldiers know that as
well aslawyers”

Sarcasm was wasted on the little pen pusher. ™Y ou questioned the margrave's seneschal ?*

"His housekeeper. She confirmed the girl's good character. She dso confirmed that the Verlian matter
had been discussed in the servants hall.”

Tickenpepper let that answer liein full view for moment, asif trying to impress ajudge. It was admittedly
an important point.

"So the god will not speak to anyone but her?' he went on. ™Y ou prepared lists of questions and sent
Rose off doneto put those questions to the god?

"Of course™
"Thereplieswere convincing?'

The soldier glanced around at the dowager. She had returned to her morose contemplation of thefire,
perhaps the only the thing in the room she could see properly. It was puffing eye-watering smoke, which
it had not done before.

"In most cases,” Tiger said. "There were afew matters the god refused to discuss. There were acouple
of odd discrepancies, | admit; but you must redlize that the girl's knowledge of theworld is limited. She
cannot read or write. In some cases she may have misunderstood the question or the god's answer. With
those few reservations, she passed our testswith flying colors. She convinced ug!”

Almost convinced, | thought. Both he and his employer had doubts they were not admitting.
"May we have an ingtance?" Tickenpepper inquired mildly.

"We asked her to describe the shrine in which the roya god had lived in the palace at Uthom. Shetold
us. slver and rubies. That isnot generd information. Only persons very closeto the royd family could
have known that, but it is correct. That Prince Star-seeker was last reported at Castle Zardon. That, too,
iscorrect, but has never been publicly stated. Did your Schloshelsh gossip tell of that?”

Tickenpepper glanced across at his client. In the gloom, the merchant was a vague, bloated mass of
suspicion. At his Sde, the actress displayed an expression of polite boredom, but her knuckles showed
whitein her lap. Gwill was staring stupidly at nothing, dmost adeep again. No one spoke.

"We asked her to describe her parents,” the soldier continued. " She does not remember them herself.
Our inquiriesin the household confirmed that she is the daughter of aformer cook, awoman who died
many years ago, when Rosalind was about four. Few recal her mother and no one admits to knowing
anything at al about her father. Rosie asked Verl, and returned with descriptions of Star-seeker and
Sweet-rose that we accept as being genuine.”

Tickenpepper uttered another little cough, a mannerism that was starting to irritate me. "On what basis?



Y ou told us earlier that you were not a native-born Verlian, Captain. May | ask the source of your
knowledge of the missing lovers?'

Thewind must have shifted. Thefire crackled and hissed, and puffed smoke again. Tiger coughed
harshly, waving hishand  it.

"Innkeeper! Why cannot we have somelight in here? Candles, if you please! | do believe | could use
some more mulled ae, too. Perhaps a snack?’

Fritz jJumped up like awd|-trained dog and headed for the kitchen, bleating apologies.
Friedarose with more grace. "Bread and cheese, Sr?"
Severd of us agreed that we were feding peckish. She followed her brother out.

"Now, Burgomaster,” the soldier continued. "I believeit isyour turn to answer some questions. What is
your interest inthe affairs of Verlia?'

"But you did not answer me, Captain. How do you know the truth of the girl's stlatements?”
"That information isnot—"
"Me" the dowager quietly said. "I am Sweet-rose's mother.”

The old woman made an effort to rouse hersdlf, peering her filmed eyes across at the merchant with
something of her earlier ferocity. "Now do you understand my involvement in thisaffair? The oracle
mentioned a daughter | had given up for dead twenty years ago! Sweet-rose bore abirthmark over her
heart, shaped like arose. That was why she was named Sweet-rose. The god described the mark to
Rosdind and shetold us. This child ismy granddaughter.”

That was the most dramatic speech madein that room that night. The merchant went paeinaway |
should never have believed possible for one of hisflorid complexion. So did hiswife. | fet asif | had
been dugged with aflagstone.

| even wondered, for thefirst time, if the kitchen maid's story might have sometruth init. But she did not
look like Sweet-rose!

No, it wasimpossible, and the surprising thing was that | thought | could proveit. The audience had
come ongtage to mingle with the actors. Like an ax turning againgt its owner, or the bow of Onedar,
whose arrows killed the archer, the tde of Verliahad infected itslisteners. The old tragedy filled the
Hunters Haunt tonight like the acrid woodsmoke from thefire.

Fritz came hurrying in with two lighted lanterns. The room brightened, revealing bluish haze and watering
eyes.

"| think it'stime had cometo clear theair,” | said. " Sweet-rose was avery beautiful and admirable young
lady. | find it difficult to imagine her as acook, athough | fancy she would have been capable of doing
amost anything to protect achild sheloved. What | cannot envision under any circumstancesis
Star-seeker asamercenary soldier.”

The old woman peered around, trying to make me out. "Master Omar? A while back you claimed to



have been in Verliatwenty years ago.”

"Sol weas"

"And wereyou involved in my daughter's € opement?’

"Yes, maam.”

"Hal | might have guessed! Very well. Tl usabout it.”

"My version of eventswill not agree with what we have heard dready, my lady."

"l don't expect it to. Carry on."
21: Omar'sResponsetothe Maid's Tale

| had not planned to return to Verlia so soon. My intent when | signed on with Golden Hamster wasto
vigit theruins of Algazan, now far falen from itsformer glory. But the gods rule the winds, and they sent a
truly monstrous storm to fetch me. Tattered and wounded, the bark eventually limped into the harbor of
Kylam.

That night, as shelay in safe haven and | in my hammock, | dreamed of Still Waters. Inmy dream | stood
by aford, whereariver raninto Long Lake. | did not know that place, for theroad | had traveled with
True-vaor of Galmish followed the opposite shore. | had not seen the idand palace from that side, but |
recognized the towers above the trees, outshining the glory of their fal foliage. | knew then that agod
wascdling me.

A sallor'slife pals quickly, anyway. In the morning, when the water tender came dlongside, | dipped
aboard unseen and skedaddled.

The season was not yet as advanced asit had been in the dream and subsequent nights brought no
recurrence of the message, so | concluded that there was no great urgency. | lingered in Kylam for afew
weeks, then set off across country in my usud leisurely fashion. It was harvest time, and there was work
to be had when al other sources of sustenance failed.

Timeswere hard in Verlia. | saw too many shuttered windows, weed-infested vineyards, crops pining for
regpers, fruit treesin need of pruning. Offersto drink the king's health met with little enthusiasm, and one
mention of taxes was enough to ruin an entire evening.

The trouble was Bunia, akingdom abutting the steppes of the northern provinces. Attempting to extend
his realm, Just-blade had bitten off more than enough to chew him up and swalow him. The resulting war
had dragged on for years, draining gold and manhood from al Verlia The people of the Land Between
the Seas had never been much interested in the remote grassands, and this endless struggle was
immensaly unpopular. Asthe Blessed Osmosistold the Soothian princes, wars are like love affairs—
easy to start, hard to end, and outrageoudy expensive.

| shunned places | had visted on my previousvist, and no one peered at me asif my face were familiar.
In time the leaves changed, and | drew close to my objective. The dream began to recur, too. Never was

| told what was expected of me. | just saw the lake, theriver, aglimpse of the paace in the distance.
There were stepping-stones there, sgns of hearths. Evidently that grassy spot with its fresh running water



was afavorite camp for travelers, but | was not informed who would be there to meet me. | was not told
whether to expect comedy or tragedy, epic or romance, for the gods stage dl of those and more.

For thelast few days, | traveled in the company of agroup of merchants and their pack train. | extended
cheerful conversation in return for aplace at their stew-pot and was tolerated with poor grace. The
leader of the caravan was agtingy little man named Divine-providence of Nurb— of no consequence
now and very little even then. He seemed to believe that the gods had created him for the sole purpose of
worrying about the state of hisbowels.

It was a sad commentary on King Just-blade's Verliathat so indgnificant a party felt the need for ahired
guard. Hewas aforeigner like mysdlf, aprofessona adventurer, and the only one in the company with
any appedl. | could not place his accent, athough he called me Omar, not Homer asthe natives did. He
would admit to no name but Zig, without explaining why his mother would have blighted him so. That he
was of high birth was revealed by his skill with horse and sword, his education and manners. He had
traveled widely, despite his gpparent youth— and who am | to comment on that? He told taleswell,
laughed readily, and said nothing of his own past, except to drop mocking hints of being banished when
he refused the advances of anoble lady.

We reached Long Lake around noon one cool fal day. The hillswere gloriousin their golden mourning,
the water shone as blue aslapislazuli. | knew by then that Lord Fire-hawk of Kraw had falen inthe war.
His sons, whom | had seen playing page for King High-honor, were grown men who had won renown in
battle.

Wefollowed the shore and by evening camein sight of Still Waters, at the place | had been shown in my
dreams: ford, stepping-stones, old hearths. It was deserted. | suggested that we pitch camp. Zig glanced
around approvingly and agreed. Snarly old Divine-providenceinssted that we push on for another hour.

Hewas agreat one for overtaxing the horses, and we should be very lucky indeed to find asite as good

asthis.

Hewasleader. Zig shrugged. | Sghed. The gods summon me when they wish an event recorded for
mortals benefit. | am ardiable and truthful witness and do not fail them. Thiswasthe place. Here | must
wait until my serviceswere required.

| could not easily explain dl that, though, so | bade Zig farewell, thanking him for his company.
Somewhat less sincerdly, | dso thanked Divine-providence and his companionsfor their recent
hospitdity. Then | sat down on my bedroll and glumly watched my evening meal disappear acrossthe
meadow and into the trees.

| had barely unsnarled my line and baited my first hook before | heard hooves returning aong thetrail,
very fad. | slently congratulated my divine employers on their excelent timing.

Out of the trees came arunaway horse, complete with maiden in distress. Thisis a circumstance that
arises often in romances and sometimes even in thetrue tales | tell. The cureiswell known— the hero
legpsfor the bridle and hauls the brute to ahat. Maiden fals swooning into hero'sarms... hand in
marriage and half the kingdom follow in due course.

That'sin the romances. Inred life, of course, that prescription is more likely to cause disaster than stop
the horse. The cheekstrap-grabbing maneuver isagrest dedl easier to describe than execute. | have seen
men maimed trying it, and riderskilled. The prudent courseisto yell at the stupid girl to hang on and let
the beast run itsdf to astanddtill, which it will in afew minutes. If she can keep her head out of the
branches, shewill cometo no great harm. Horses are good & running, damn it! Left to itself, ahorse will



amost never put afoot wrong.
Having said that, | confessthat | jumped to my feet and began to run like hell to intercept. Call it areflex.

Out of the trees behind her came Zig, spurring his mount like amaniac. | remembered that the godsrarely
cdl metointerferein events, only to witness, and | stopped where | was. Unfortunately, as the woman's
horse sensed Zig drawing leve with it, it veered in my direction.

Zig grabbed the distressed maiden from her saddle and was overbalanced by the weight— even the most
experienced horseman rarely has occasion to practice such amove. | leaped the wrong way and was
struck by rescuer and rescuee making an unplanned and hasty descent together. The three of us went
down in ahegp. One of them, and perhaps both, dammed into my abdomen as the ground leaped up
beneath me in abone-smashing impact.

Zig dill had afoot inadirrup.

Some of the gods events are very hard to witness clearly. By the time the world had stopped spinning,
there were bodies dl over the place, including mine.

The gift had risen to her knees. Despite my jangled wits and her bedraggled condition, | registered that |
was going to need al my collection of superlativeswhen | got around to making astory out of this. At
that moment | had no breath and suspected | had lost most of my brains, a so.

Just call her gorgeous for now.

Zigwas dso stting up. Did | mention that he wastdl and fair and had muscles in abundance? Broad
shoulders, square jaw, €t cetera, et cetera?

Verlian national dressis colorful and comfortable, but it does not take well to its wearers being dragged
over the grass. The glade was littered with motley.

The two of them stared at each other.
"Areyoudl right, 9r?' shesad.
"Ahal" | thought. "A romance!” Then| threw up.

Such was my first sght of Lady Sweet-rose of Kraw. | did not know then who she was, nor the role she
wasto play inthe affarsof Verlia

Divine-providence of Nurb and hisfriends arrived on the scene afew minutes later, together with severd
loudly cursing young men on steaming horses, led by my old friend True-vaor of Gamish. Hewas older,
thicker, and pretty much bald when viewed from some angles, but the same imperious True-vaor | had
known. Hewasin charge of the lady's escort and spitting fire at having let such athing happen.

Fortunately | was down at the water, being helped to clean up by some of my merchant friends. | was
able to keep mysdf turned away from True-valor's gaze, and when he sent atrooper to inquire after me,
| assured the kid that | had sustained no serious injury and had not been involved in the rescue.

Zig and Lady Sweet-rose had made themsal ves respectable again, of course. Zig had abroken ankle.
Sweet-rose had amost incredible blush. They could not take their eyes off each other.



True-valor soon saw them both mounted and borne off to the palace for proper attention.
Divine-providence decided to pitch camp after adl, and | curled up in my bedroll to nurse my bruises.
Next day we were on the move again, but it was aweek before | could stand straight.

| knew that would not be the end of the affair, but such things take time. While waiting on the next
episode, | decided to vist Uthom in the Middle. During my previous visit, the capita had beenin
mourning for High-honor, so | had avoided it. Thistime | was resolved to drop in on theroya family.

My methods never fall: afew nights entertaining in one of the better hostelriesto let my reputation
Soread, invitationsto perform in private houses, notice from the nobility. .. eventualy aroyal command.

Therewaslittle risk that anyone would remember my performance at Still Waters. Few had seen me, and
aristocratsin genera are unwilling to make themselves seem like greater foolsthan they dreedy are. "By
al the gods, you look younger than ever, don't you?' No, it was not likely. If challenged | could have
claimed to be my own son, | suppose, but | make a point of never spesking anything but the Strict truth.

Two months after the runaway horse and three weeks after | arrived in the capitd, | was summoned to
court.

The pa ace was monumentd. | have seen masonry watchtowers smaller than the pillarsin the great
ballrooms. All the doorways were dits, all the staircases cramped spirdss, easy to defend. The contrast
between his fortress and the delicate beauty of Still Waterstestified to the difference between the two
brothers who had founded the houses. All hislife, Ven had been afighter.

When | had last seen Just-blade, he had been a deepy adolescent, tifling yawns. Quarter of a century
later, he was a hunted wolf— moody, saturnine, and suspicious. Oh, his manners were impeccable. He
behaved exactly as aking should, a gentleman, but a dangerous one. He did not froth and rage and
sentence hisfriendsto torture, yet he somehow conveyed the impresson that one day he might. In
gppearance he wastall, lean, and clean-shaven, having driven beards out of fashion by hisexample. He
was reputed to be asfit and active as aman ten years hisjunior, but he could not hide the darknessin his
soul. Too many kings become obsessed with their placein history, and he must have known hisreign
would not be well remembered. The war was bleeding his people white and would not go away.
Reaching for glory, he had grasped frustration.

Hiswife had died a couple of years before. He was expected to remarry soon, and the court was abuzz
with speculation on his choice. Hissster acted as his officid hostessin the meantime. Princess
Nightingale looked even more fragile than she had the first time | saw her— bitter and emaciated. Her
marriage had been fruitless. Now her hushand lived apart from her, reputedly wenching on his estates
and sring progeny like agoat, asif to prove that her barrenness was not hisfault. On her | sensed an
even darker shadow, and she was to die within the year.

With these two at its head and war seething in the background, the court was a brittle, nerve-wracking
carniva— gaiety on the surface and dark currents beneath. Y ou are aware by now that even the most
humble peasantsin Verliafavor bright colorsin their dress. The courtiers blazed like a shower of
diamondsin sunlight, gemson black velvet.

At my first gppearancein the great hall, | told the tale of the Winter War again, with emphasison Ven, of
course. It went quitewell. | received astanding ovation, a sizable bag of gold, and my own quartersin
the palace for an extended stay. Noble ladies flocked to invite me to their sdlons and soirees whenever
the king might not have need of me,



| soontire of aristocrats, for their life lacksredlity, but there aretimeswhen | tire of poverty, aso, and |
had resolved to restore my credit rating. The court was depressingly artificial by day, inspifingly
promiscuous by night. Thiswaswinter, after dl, when featherbeds are softer than ditches. For afew days
| flourished. All | lacked to amuse me was a source of good stories. From dawn to dusk, | heard nothing
but vapid gossip. Then the crown prince returned to court and suddenly the gossip became vicious.

Thefirst time | saw Star-seeker was a aformd ball, where the festive throng glittered brighter than the
candles. Music rang back from the high rafters. Y ouths of al available sexeslegped and whirled in
frenzied dance, displaying sprightly limbs through flutters of brilliant motley. | wasleaning againgt one of
the huge pillars, gasping for breath after awild participation in these revelries, and at the sametime
grasping for metaphors that might do justice to the scene: swarm of dragonflies, school of tropicd fish,
madhouse of kingfishers? A pot of peacocks... Bullfinchesin aflower shop...

The music grew even faster, the pace frenetic. More couples reded to the sddlines, exhausted.
Agtonishingly, the king wasin the midst of the mob, dancing aswildly as any. For aman nearing forty, he
was doing most exceedingly well. | chuckled and waited to see how long he could keep it up.

Then | recognized his partner and my holiday had ended.

| turned to my companion— whose name, | am ashamed to confess, completely escapes me, and
shouldn't, because... well, never mind.

"HisMgesty has found the second-lovdiest lady inthe hal, | see”

"Sweet-rose of Kraw," my companion murmured, diding soft fingersinto my motley to tickle my ribs.
"Haven't you heard?'

"Heard what?' | retorted, responding in kind— we were reasonably well concealed behind a potted
hydrangea.

"Theking has made his choice. An announcement is expected momentarily.”

Indeed? What about my friend Zig? What about that romance | had detected? | lost interest in ribswhile
| mulled the possibilities. The gods stage tragedies aswell as romances.

The king reached the end of the roya stamina. He stopped abruptly, gasping. Instantly the music
stopped, aso, of course, and the rest of the dancers. Cheering and laughter and applause... The floor
began to clear.

| watched as Just-blade offered Sweet-rose hisarm and led her off— athough | think he was leaning on
her, more than she on him. | could not fault hisjudgment. To have ranked the beautiesin that room
exactly would have been an impossible task, but she would certainly have been in any man'stop four or
five. Hewas older than she, but not impossibly so. When the king of Verliamade his choice, how much
choice did his choice have?

The orchestra struck up again. The floor began tofill.

"Ouch!" | said. My companion had just pinched me.

"Pay attention!” she said dangeroudly.



"I am! | am!" | hauled her away to dance before | got raped in the hydrangea.

But | danced her over toward the roya dais, where Just-blade and his fiancée presumptive were sipping
wine. Near them sat Princess Nightingale, looking distinctly unwell. The normaly somber monarch was
actualy smiling. Sweet-rose laughed at something he said. | could tll nothing at al from her manner.
Poised. Gorgeous.

"She must be old Fire-hawk's daughter?' | murmured in my partner's ear— the dance being one of those
clingy, swoopy affairs.

"Another word about her," she whispered sweetly, "and | shal scratch your eyes out.”
Then...

Right across the center of the floor, pushing through the dancerslike abadger in tal grass, came atroop
of eight or nine young men, marching in unison, al dressed in black. Gaiety collgpsed behind them like a
dtartled soufflé.

The sizable but overweight youngster at their head could only be Star-seeker, the crown prince. If his
father was a hungry wolf, then he was astarving bear. He had the sort of knothole eyes| can never trust.
| thought his face dready showed signs of dissolution, but perhaps | had let mysdlf be overly prejudiced
by gossip. Even by court standards, his reputation for debauchery was extreme.

The others were his persona cronies. | had heard tell of them, also. Some had even worse reputations
than he did— lechers, drunkards, duelists, and plain thugs. They invariably dressed in black. | have
nothing againgt youthful rebdlion if it has some mora purpose behind it. Star-seeker's did not, asfar as|
had been able to discover. He was not antiwar or pro-war, anti or pro anything. He was pro-self and
nothing else.

The prince bowed perfunctorily to the king, lifted Sweet-rose's hand asiif to kiss her fingers, and hauled
her from her chair into hisarms. Before anyone could spesk aword, he whirled her away into the dance.
Her crysta goblet shattered on the floor. Nightingale smothered a scream. The king leaped to hisfeet, his
face inflamed with fury. He wastoo late. They were gone and in any case the prince's henchmen stood
across his path— the whole thing had been carefully planned. | have seldom seen an act so outrageous
executed with greater panache.

The black-garbed men bowed and then dispersed to steal dance partners of their own. | trod on my
companion's feet and stammered an apology.

Needlessto say, the court was agog from that moment on. Persondly, | would not have been surprised
had Just-blade announced his engagement that very night without even obtaining the lady's consent. |
have known kings who would have done so, but he did not. The scandal festered for severd days. The
king was fourteen years older than the lady, the prince five years younger. Which one would she choose?
When | asked why she should necessarily choose elther, | received blank staresfor answers.

Rumors bloomed in many hues. The nastier matrons whispered that the minx was deliberately setting
father against son. From what | had heard of Star-seeker, he was quite capable of having started the
whole affair on his own, with no encouragement from anyone. Others, though, suggested that he had
been firg in the fidld and the king was the intruder. The girl's mother was behind it. Or she had been
summoned to court to talk senseinto her daughter, if you preferred that version. The king had threatened



to disinherit the prince. The prince had threatened a revolution, atheory not too farfetched, considering
the gate of the country.

Next to Sweet-rose hersdlf, the favorite topic for speculation wasthe royd god. Any other Verlian family
would certainly seek divine guidance on such amatter and accept the god's verdict. Roydty wasalittle
different. Ven and dl his descendants had been very careful to distinguish between the household god,
Ve, and the state god, Hool. Hool was mighty and remote; he determined the succession but otherwise
never interfered. He was an exception. Ever since the Hannail disaster, the people of Verliahad hddto a
strange belief that gods must not be allowed to meddlein palitics.

Which god had jurisdiction here? Did Verl support son or father asfuture husband of Sweet-rose? Or
did Verl have other plans atogether? No one could know the answers except the royal family, and they
were certainly not discussing the matter in public.

| dearly wanted a chat with the lady. | was unable to arrange one, for she vanished from view. Her
Stuation was intolerable, yet | was not serioudy worried about her, having seen her dragged from a
galoping horseto fal bodily on atrader of tales. Any woman who can survive that and then come up
asking her rescuer if heisunharmed must be tough as saddle legther. | itched with impatience to find out
what was going on behind the scenes, and | was mightily curious to know what had happened to Zig, but
| remained confident that | would find out eventualy.

| did, of course— even sooner than | expected.

A pall settled over the palace. The king canceled al scheduled balls and banquets and entertainments
until further notice. My services asroya storyteller were therefore not in demand, so | was a once
showered with invitations to rega e the nobility in their own houses. Thiswaswinter, remember, and the
nightswere long. | obliged.

| returned to the palace not long before dawn, and | confessthat | was not at my best. | had
overindulged in rich food, strong wine, and the attentions of amaiden— well, young lady— by the name
of Glorious-virtue of Gnash. Shewas of very good family, and the most incredible contortionist | have
ever met outsde acircus. My old friend Galda the Human Python could have learned things from her.
Without using her hands she could... But | digress. Note that | was very weary and leaveit at that.

The palace wasin an uproar. Guardswere running in al directions. Normally | should have made it my
businessto inquire asto the cause of thisturmail, but the steady hammering in my head deterred me. | did
notice that | was alowed in without trouble, and that seemed odd. A paacesfirg reaction to emergency
isnormaly to bar the doorsto intruders, yet the watch et me enter without aglance, | climbed wesarily up
the stairs and staggered dong to my door.

| arrived just in time to stop aband of armed men from breaking it down. "What seemsto be the
trouble?’ | inquired in a hoarse whisper.

"Openinthe name of theking!" the officer in charge bellowed.

Perhaps he did not bellow, but it felt asif he did.

Being in no mood to argue with such lungs, | fumbled in my motley for my key. | unlocked the door and
was thrust aside while the men rushed in. There was nothing there to darm them. | knew that. | waited

until they finished ransacking the place and came stamping out again. Without aword of apology or
explanation, they trooped off to the next room.



Morning would be time enough to find out what was going on. Thinking fond thoughts of bed, | tottered
insde and locked the door behind me. The lamps were burning bright.

Sweet-rose was Stting on my favorite chair.

| redled back against the wall and closed my eyes until my insgdes cameto aquivering halt. When | dared
another look, she was till there.

"Master Homer?' She spoke softly. She was utterly composed, avision of female perfection draped in
lengths of, | suppose, silk. The colors were dark and rich, deep blues and greens. They clung endearingly
to her curves, but it was what they did not cover that took my breath away. The cleavage, the glimpse of
flank and thigh! And in my bedroom! The damage Glorious-virtue had done to me was cured ingtantly. |
graightened up, ran ahand through my hair, sraightened my motley ...

Sweet-rose returned my smile uncertainly. It may not have been one of my more reassuring smiles. |
registered that her hair was auburn and she had very dark blue eyes. The eyestold me, had | not known
aready, that thiswas no smpleton maid to be diverted with afew slver words.

| managed a careful bow. "My lady, your presence does me honor."

"It dso puts you in much danger, I'm afraid. Won't you st down?”

| wavered over to the other chair. She frowned dightly at the unsteadiness of my movements. | eased
myself onto the seat and leered a her likeanidiot.

Her frown deepened. "We have met before, | believe. | offer my belated thanksto you for your galantry
on that occasion.”

"My plessure entirely, malam.”
A hint of asmile played over her lips. Oh, thoselips!

"Wasit?| am afraid | hardly noticed you. | was rather shaken. | should have taken more notice of you at
the time and been properly grateful. | only learned of your part in the affair afterward.”

"HowisZig?'

Back came the frown. "His ankle should be about healed by now."
| waited. She changed the subject.

"l have cometo ask for your assstance again, | fear."

She could walk over me with spiked boots if she wanted. Alas! My cause was hopeless. There were at
least three ahead of mein line. That did not matter.

"Nameit, maam."

"Y ou may have heard— or guessed. | have disappeared. The guard is searching the palace for me."



Six of the guard had just looked for her in thisroom. It held no hiding places. Secret passages could be
ruled out, for thewals and floor were solid granite. | made adesperate effort to gather my wits, although
they felt asif they had been scattered by a hurricane.

"Y ou made anoise like adust bunny and they overlooked you?"

She shook her long hair back over ashoulder. What hair! And what ashoulder..."1 had protection.”

Ah! Thefog waslifting. "And how may | serveyou?'

"Find ahorsefor me and bring it to the water gate. | shal swvim theriver.” She studied me, trying to hide
her doubts. ™Y ou have dready proved your courage and gallantry, Master Omar. You tried... | mean
you rescued me once before. | wastold you were aman to take pity on amaiden in distress. Will you do
thisfor me?'

| noticed that a carafe of water stood on the bedside table, | heaved mysalf upright and headed more or
lessinitsdirection.

"For you | will do anything within my powers, my lady. Y ou caich me at abad moment. Give mealittle
timeto pull mysdlf together. Anything you tell mewill of course bein gtrict confidence. What of my friend

Zig?

| took adrink, not looking at her. A long pause suggested that she might have doubts about trusting an
obvious drunk.

"Zig enrolled in our household guard.”
"l am sure heis an excdlent recruit.”
She chuckled and | turned in surprise to see.

"Mother had him posted to Zardon the very same day. Until his ankle completely heals, she says." The
dark blue eyestwinkled, but not entirely convincingly.

"WhereisZardon?"

"About asfar from Still Watersasyou can goin Verlia. Not quite, perhaps, but the farthest estate my
family owns. On the western coast.”

"And where do you head tonight, maam?"

Shebit her lip.

Having daked my thirgt and fedling alittle better adready, | wandered back to my chair. "I can guess, and
the rack will not drag it out of me. But why do you need my help at al?'Y ou have demonstrated powers
of invighility. Will they not serveyou in the stables, ds0?"

"Probably, but my protection will weaken rapidly beyond the palace itsdlf.”

Of course. Verl was only the household god.



"Then | shal be happy to aid you."

Sweet-rose smiled— summer dawn, achorus of bird-song. " She said you would. | shall be very grateful.
Sowill she, | ansure”

"Your smileisal thereward | ever need— but | confess| am avery inquisitive man.”

"Verl warned me about that! But she said | could tell you, for you would be discreet.”

"Quiet asthegravel”

Might that be too gpt a smile under the circumstances?

She adjusted thefdl of her motley, partly blocking the view of her thigh that | was enjoying so much.
"The king wants to marry me. The crown prince, o, wantsto marry me. The prince would settle for
less, athough not much less, and certainly more than ether hisfather or | will agreeto. Do | make mysdlf
plan?'

"l have never met awoman lessplan.”

She nodded pertly. "Thank you, kind sir!™

"And the man you love?"

"Zig, of course." She pulled apuzzled frown. "I don't know how you knew that. No one €l se does.
Mother believes she got us apart in time. Gods, we'd had two weeks! | never believed in love at first
sght before.”

| chuckled. "Of course not!"

"Romantic nonsensa!”

"Utter rubbish! How long did it take?"

"At least half a second. Just long enough to Sit up. | didn't get aproper look at him before he pulled me
off thehorse.”

"l saw Zig'sface. He didn't argue, did he?' Y ou know, I've never tried that strong-arm style of wooing. It
seemsto work faster than my usua technique. We must discussit on thejourney.”

"Thereisno need for you to come! Therewill be danger, for the king has aready ordered a search of the
city and—"

"All theking's horseswill not siop me from coming, my lady. | will escort you to the man you love or die
trying." My tongue does run away with me sometimes.

She hid her eyes under the most perfect lashes | have ever seen. "Thank you. Y ou will make dangerous
enemies, you know."

"Which iswhy Verl chose aforeigner. What does she say to theroya dispute over you?'



"Sheforbids either match. Sheisadamant! But think both of them are past listening to her."
"They arefools, then." Men can be driven mad by beauty. | didn't say so.

| was not needed within the paace. Only beyond the water gate might | make a useful contribution. |
knew that. Verl knew that. Sweet-rose had known that. They had |eft the choice up to me. Not that there
could be any doubt about my decision. | knew that. Verl knew... Oh, never mind.

Being effectively invishleisavery eerie experience. The guards had combed the paace from cdllar to
battlements without catching one glimpse of their quarry. They went back to the beginning to try again.
Theking was threatening to have every man jack of them flogged. | knew that because they said so. On
the cramped spird stairs, in the narrow passages, they passed so close to us that we could see the
stubble on their chins and the swesat on their brows. They stepped aside to let Sweet-rose pass, as they
would for any lady, and yet they never looked at her face or asked her name.

The stables were even stranger. Guards stood around debating where the woman could be hiding.
Stablehands played dice. None of them showed any interest as we chose the strongest-seeming mounts
we could find and saddled them. One trooper actually opened the door for usaswelleft, al the while
arguing with acompanion asto how the fugitive could have escaped.

Similarly, as no one went boating in winter, there was no need to guard the water gate, was there?

| had thought that the weak point in the plan would be persuading the horses that it was afine night for a
swim. Perhaps Verl helped usthere, too, but Sweet-rose was a superlatively good rider and may have
managed it by hersdf. My mount followed easily enough. Ugh! It was a very sobering experience.

Moments|ater we were thundering aong the northern highway by thelight of asetting moon. Zardon lay
four long days ride away.

Now waswhen | began to be of some help. Not with any he-man tactics, though— | had not even
bothered to find a sword. When you are up againgt an entire kingdom, one bladeis smdl use. My wits
were no faster than my companion's and shewas at least my equa in horsemanship. What she lacked
was experience on the road. Sweet-rose had no grasp of the value of money, of how to bargain for bed
and board without arousing suspicion, of traveling at al without asizable armed escort. | doubt that she
could have made it without my help, and she would have certainly left atrail of puzzled witnesses behind
her.

Asit was, we arrived a Zardon unchallenged. Traveling in winter isarough business, grinding down both
mind and body. There was no frogt, but we met wind and rain aplenty, and mud everlasting, mud that
even seemed to settlein the cracks between my teeth. Congtant riding, short days, and the unending
bleakness of the countryside are adepressing diet. Sweet-rose withstood it every bit aswell as | did, or
better. She had her lovefor Zig to inspire her.

| was wondering what we were going to do when we found him, but | brooded on that in sillence. |
feared the gods were planning atragedy.

The whole of the last day we were never far from arampart of cliffs, at whose toes the sea frothed and
surged. That area south of Kylam isamost deserted. Some of the bays hold smal fishing villages, but the
cottages are far apart. We escaped detection, diding by like ghostsin a soaking gray murk of fog that
shrouded the coast.



As darkness began to fall, we stopped to rest our mounts and eat a scanty meal. The bread was so stale
that | thought | was making more noise munching &t it than the horseswerein the coarse grass. | felt
chilled, weary, and thoroughly depressed.

"Wemust find shelter soon, lady,” | said glumly. "We shdl not see our hands on the reinstonight.”
"We areamost there."

| wondered how she could possibly know that. All I could make out was grass, and little of that. Even
the horses were barely visible, afew paces away.

She must have heard my doubt. "That last stream was Pil Brook. Many atrout | have caught in that. We
are on my brother'sland now."

"Tdl me about the castle, then.”

"It isnot much of one. A blockhouse on aheadland. It was built as awatchtower againgt pirates. My
grandfather turned it into ahunting lodge."

| fdt alittle better. "How large agarrison?"
"None, in thesetimes. Fighting men are scarce. | think there will only be Zig and one or two jailers.”

Then perhaps there was hope. A man with a broken ankleisfairly easy to imprison. Put him on ahorse,
and Zig would be as mobile as either of us. Would there be horses there, though? | wished we had
thought to acquire aspare, but there seemed small chance of that now.

"Trugt inthe gods," | muttered, and choked down another mouthful.

Before we reached the castle, we were forced to dismount and follow the track on foot. It wound
steadily upward through scanty clumps of trees, emerging eventually on agrassy, sony upland. We
gpoke only in whispers, but we were not likely to be heard in so much mud, or over the growing rumble
of surf. | sensed it with my feet as much asmy ears. We were along way aboveit. If there were guards
posted outside on such anight, then the lodge must be so well garrisoned that our cause was hopeless.

Cadtle Zardon emerged before us as a square patch of dightly more solid darkness. It was adoll's castle,
abox less than ten paces across, no more than two stories high. The track ran right up to an arched
doorway, and the gate stood open. | stopped worrying about a garrison and began to wonder what we
should do if the place was deserted.

| didn't even know what we were going to do if it wasn't. | had not asked, because | did not wish to
hear. Who was | to impede the progress of true love?

| suspected, though, that my strong-willed associate had notions of rushing Zig into matrimony to present
her family and her roya suitors with afait accompli. Then what? Perhaps Sweet-rose was so
inexperienced in the ways of royalty that she could not foresee the consequences. | could, only too well.
Court gossip listed severd persons who had met with violence after annoying the crown prince. The king
was certainly capable of throwing Sweet-roseinto jail for therest of her life. What he would do to Zig
and mysdlf did not bear contemplation.

Meanwhile, we had tethered the horsesto arail, and Sweet-rose was heading for the doorway. | caught



her arm. "Let'swak al around and look for lightsfird.”

"Try that and you'll make the highest dive on record.”

"Oh. Wdll, explain the floor plan, please.”

"Stables, kitchen, guard room on thisleved. Hall and two bedchambers above. Come on.”

We crept through the arch, into total darkness. Sweet-rose took my cold hand with surprisingly warm
fingers and found her own way by touch. If there were horses nearby, they were the quietest, most
odor-free | had ever encountered. | could smell the sea, mostly, but a so traces of woodsmoke. We
reached steps and began to climb. Fortunately the stairway was of stone and did not creak. WWe moved
intota slence, broken only by the low growl of the surf and the mad thundering of my heart, which must
have been audible in Uthom.

Then we turned a corner and there was light ahead, spilling out from under adoor. We sank down on the
steps and peered through the dlit.

| saw furniture legs and four boots. A fire crackled. Dice clattered on atable. | heard amaevoice
ramblein disgust.

"Good!" Sweet-rose whispered. "It's True-vaor!"
Before | could say aword, she jumped up and opened the door.

| dithered back down the stairs on my hands and knees until | was below thelight. | heard cries of
astonishment and the sound of two stoolsfalling over. | recognized Zig's voice demanding to know what
inthe name of al the gods... and much the same from another voice | remembered, its arrogance
undiminished by the passage of time— True-vaor, my long-ago escort, who had whisked me from Myto
to Still Watersto entertain the court. Not adozen peoplein Verliacould be counted on to remember me
from then, but he was one of them.

"l have cometo take Zig away," Sweet-rose said.
"Y ou bring your brother'swarrant, my lady?"

So hewas going to argue, which iswhat | should have expected of him. | did not trust Sweet-rose's
ability to charm that one into disobeying orders, athough perhaps she expected that she could. | decided
to intervene before the surprise dissipated.

| strode up the stairs and stepped into view at her Side. | tried to display my most sinister, cryptic smile,
but the effect was probably ruined by theway | had to screw up my eyes againg the light of the candles.

The hall did not deserve the name. It was a poky little room, but cozy enough under the circumstances,
with acheerful fire and too many chairs and stools. The walswerelined with bows and fishing rodslaid
on pegs. Two doorsled off it. They remained closed; no reinforcements came bursting out to investigate
the newcomers.

Zig was on hisfeet. He had not moved forward, because there was a chain around his ankle. True-valor
was closer, barring Sweet-rose's gpproach.



"Omar!" Zig shouted.

True-vaor made achoking noise, gaping a me.

| told you that Zig was aman after my own heart. The hdlmark of an experienced adventurer isthat he
recognizes opportunity when it presentsitsalf. He snatched the flagon from the table and dammed it
down on True-vaor's head. The flagon shattered into a shower of wine and potsherds. The big man's
kneesfolded and he hit the floor with a crash that shook the castle.

Sweet-rose rushed into her lover'sarms. He was aman after her heart, aso.

Ignored, then, | made mysdlf useful. | trussed True-valor's ankles and wrists with portions of hisown
motley. He was deegping soundly, but it never hurtsto make sure. In the process, | found the key to Zig's
fetter, s0 | unlocked that. | removed True-vaor's sword and laid it on the table where Zig could find it
when he returned to the redl world. | appropriated True-valor's dagger for mysdlf, in the belief that one
day it might be useful. It had alovely hilt of carved amber. Then | selected the most comfortable chair
and sat down to appreciate the romance.

Eventudly my friends were able to free their mouthsfor talking.

"Beoved!"

"My true heart!"

And so on. It was ever so sweset.

Meanwhile the entire kingdom was hunting us and the passes were closed for the winter. Who would risk
the roya wrath by offering shelter to three fugitives? Where did we go from here?

"Oh, my darling, darling Zig!"

"My sweet, sweet Sweet-rose!"

| can't guess how long they might have gone on like that. They were interrupted by the crown prince and
another man. The two of them came stalking into the room together, looking angry and travel-weary.
Their black cloaks were spattered gray with mud. Both were armed and dangerous. Being neither, |
stayed where | wasto watch.

The newcomers glanced around, registering me with gratifying surprise. | raised alanguid hand in
greeting. | knew the other man, Great-merit of Orgaz. He was the most feared duelist in the court and
Star-seeker's closest crony.

Zig and Sweet-rose had sprung apart to face this threst.

The prince wasted no time on pleasantries. "It'stime for bed, darling. Who is the peasant?'

"Heismy betrothed.”

"No, dear. Theking isyour betrothed. Tonight you deep with me and tomorrow you go home to Daddy.

Everybody's happy, then, if you keep your mouth shut. If you don't, it's your problem. Send the peon
away now and no harm will come to him. Show him the door, Merit."



Zig lifted the sword | had left on the table and checked that it moved easily in the scabbard.
Theprincesghed. "All right, kill him."

The two men drew simultaneoudy. Greet-merit flashed a contemptuous stroke that he probably expected
to cut Zig'sthroat from ear to ear. It was parried, and he leaped back from alightning riposte. No peon,
gar!

There was far too much furniture around— not to mention True-vaor, who had begun to writhe
underfoot— for any classc, or even classy, fencing. Whether more space would have made any
difference to the outcome, | cannot say. Zig till had abad limp, which would have been ahandicap in
courtly swordplay. In the sort of dash-and-bash barroom brawling that was needed, though, footwork
was lessimportant and the adventurer outclassed the aristocrat. Swords rang and clattered. Gregt-merit
screamed once and doubled over on the table, scattering dice, goblets, and half the candlesticks. Then he
did back off it like acloth, crumpling into aheap on the floor. He made some disgusting gurgling noises
and could be presumed dead or dying. | crossed my legs and stayed where | was, aware that we were
now playing for even larger stakes than before.

Star-seeker was visibly shaken to see his champion so easily dispatched, but he quickly cloaked his
adarmin arrogance. "Oh, that was very foolish! Whoever you are, yokd, you havejust daina
distinguished member of the aristocracy. Do you know me? Tell himwho | am, darling.”

"Believeit or not, thisisour crown prince.”

"To mehesonly awitness. Keep out of theway." Zig seemed to have grown. He certainly dominated
the room now, blood-streaked sword in hand, the woman heloved at hisback, adead foe at hisfeet.
His pae hair blazed in the candidlight, his blue eyes held no doubts or fear, and he smiled asif hewas
enjoying himself hugdy. | know ahero when | see one.

Star-seeker evidently did not. To my surprise, he held his ground, athough there was an open door
behind him and probably a gang of thugs waiting downstairs. He had no reputation around court asa
fighter. The gossips said he was apitiful coward when he did not have his bullyboys handy. But now he
reached for the hilt of hissword.

"Not only am | crown prince, | am also on amission of divine retribution! Drop that sword or die,
hayseed!"

"Run away while you can, Prince!" Zig lurched forward, stepping around Great-merit's corpse.

Star-seeker noted the limp and pulled out his sword with a chuckle. The move was so awkward that |
was certain Zig could have cut him down before he even cameto guard. | was surprised hedid not. |
shot aworried glance at Sweet-rose, hoping that our mutua friend was not going to display any romantic
scruples over shedding roya blood. If he expected to give the prince alesson in tavern swordmanship, let
him off with aminor scar as adiploma, shake hands, and dl gdlant lads together, the next round'son

Clang!

Clang! Clang! Clang' Clang-clang-clang...



| relaxed. Obvioudy Zig had refrained from striking an unarmed man, that was dl. From thefirst lunge, it
was amatch to the death on both sdes. Even had Zig wanted it otherwise, he could not play-fight against
aman trying to day him. And why should he, anyway? He had not started the daughter.

Besdes, he was ahuman being, not acorn mill that will stop when you release the handle. He wasfired
up with fighting spirit from thefirst bout. Not one man in athousand could have stopped there.

The prince had the better of the first exchange. Zig recovered a step. | think he had expected more
fancy-dancy courtier fencing and was suspicious of Star-seeker's amateur wood chopping. Zig quickly
summed him up, though, and then went for thekill.

He was badly hampered by his game ankle, but he drove Star-seeker away from the door, backed him
againg astool in aflurry of stedl, and, as he toppled over it, ran him through.

The prince collapsed, screaming horribly. Sweet-rose cried out, moved forward, and then backed away
from the shower of gore.

| came a him from the other Ssde— wondering what Verlians regarded as afitting pendty for high
treason. The young lout wasn't dead, but he was as good as. | knelt and pulled him over on his back.
Brilliant red blood was pumping out of hisbelly in afountain. His eyes were wide with astonishment—
none of usever redly expect desth.

He gasped one word: "Betrayed!"

| watched as he bled to death. It only took afew seconds.

Hewas as dead as any corpse | have ever seen. The bleeding stopped, his bowelsloosed. | am not
mistaken in this. Star-seeker died that night.

| looked up from my knees. The lovers were back in each other'sarms again.

"Leavethat for later!" | said sharply. "We've just killed the heir gpparent. What do we do now?"
Swest-rose looked up into Zig'seyes. "Weleave," she said.

"Exile? Beloved, | am apennilesswanderer!”

"I have no choice, darling! Take me. We shal wander together.”

"That'sall very well!" | protested before they could start another tongue-wrestling contest. "How do we
get out of the country?*

"Youreasailor, aren't you, darling?' Sweet-rose said. "Y ou told me. There are fishermen down in the
bay. | have gold. Well buy aboat.”

Zig raised flaxen eyebrows. "An open boat in thiswesther?'
"If you can, | can, dear. I'll bail.”

| shivered at the prospect, but it made sense. "'l can handleasail,” | growled. "What do we do with
True-vdor?



"Y ou take me with you," True-vaor mumbled. "Otherwise I'll be racked and then beheaded.”
Zig grinned and poked him with aboot. "Y ou mean that, prisoner?”

"l swear. | heard. Y ou can trust me."

"Not at dice, | don't! Y our chanceswill be better if you stay behind, you know."

"I don't think they will be" | said. "Weé're going to have divine protection.”

| showed them what | had found wrapped in akerchief, tucked insde in the prince's motley— a small
white clay dove. It was not very lifdike or beautiful, just a pottery image of abird. One eyewasasmdl
black stone and the other an empty hole. Itslegs and feet were fashioned of twisted wireand it had lost a
couple of toes.

That was why the prince had displayed unexpected courage.

That waswhy he had died saying, "Betrayed!"

In silence, | passed the god to Sweet-rose.

| wiped theroya blood from my hands. | cut True-valor free with his own dagger and returned it to him.

Then | crept downdtairs to discover how many men the prince had brought with him. | expected asmall
army. | found two more horses, tethered to therall.

That'sthe true story, my lords and ladies. Sweet-rose eloped, but not with the prince. He died. That | am
sure of. Verl the god left the land named after her, and perhaps that does explain why Just-blade never
gred another heir.

We rode down to the nearest fisherman's cottage and traded him four horsesfor ahalf-rotted hulk of a
dory and afew supplies. The boat looked asif it would blow gpart in thefirst breath of wind. Evena
surly peasant glower could not quite concedl itsformer owner's rapture at the exchange, but Sweet-rose
gave him coins, aswell. Let him enjoy hisdream! He would not keep the mounts long when theking's
men came around, as soon they must.

The voyage was unpleasant, but not as bad asit might have been. Zig was a competent sailor and there
arefew rigs| have not handled in my time. Hull and mast and sail dl failed us a one time or another, but
we improvised and survived. Sweet-rose was atrooper. Trooper True-vaor was seasick the whole time.

When we reached Algazan, | was called away to witness arevolution. We split up. | never saw any of
them again. Last spring | heard how the oracle had proclaimed a child of Sweet-rose, beyond the Grimm
Ranges. Like many others, | came hereto find him, or her. | failed.

| can't tell you any more than that.
22: TheFifth Judgment

Fritz had done us proud with candles. The taproom was bright for thefirst time since | arrived, the flames
gparkling back from the weapons hung on the chimney, the dusty bric-a-brac on the shelf, even the sad



painted clay eyesin the mounted deer heads, every one followed by a shadowy herd of antlers on the
stonework. The wind outsde wailed louder than ever, moaning under the eaves, sucking in the chimney.
Halfway through my narrétive, the door had begun rattling like a palSed castanet.

Alas, the only happy face | could seeinthe midst of al the brightness was Friedas. She was gazing
intently down at her hands, not at me, but dimples had appeared in her cheeks; she was certainly pleased
about something. Her brother's vexation had increased in proportion. | could not guess what was
annoying Fritz, but | would applaud it heartily, whatever it was.

Asfor therest of my audience... The dowager had apparently gone to deep. | hoped she was merely
brooding, because | was banking heavily on her support.

Rosie had her eyes open, but they did not seem to be seeing anything. The porcelain dove and its
wrapping till lay on her Iap.

Gwill was barely conscious, probably aware of little more than his own misery. | could hear phlegm
rattling in hisches.

Apart from those, the candles reveded only unfriendly glares: the merchant, the actress, the notary, the
soldier. Four out of seven— amgjority.

"Claptrgp!" the merchant grumbled, folding his arms across the dome of hisbelly. ™Y ou might at least
have invented ayarn with some plausibility. That one has more holesin it than alaundry-wife's basket.
Y ou must think usal smpletons™ He coughed harshly. "What's wrong with your chimney, landlord?’

Fritz's fists were clenched into madlets. "The wind has changed, your honor. The chimney smokes
sometimes when the wind is from the south.” He shot me aglance of hatred.

Hissgter shot meawink. "It isgood news, ar. Listen!" We listened. Somewhere something was
dripping. "The westher hereis extremely changeable, but in winter when the south wind blows; it is
usually awarm, thawing wind. Our door dwaysrattlesthen. | won't let Fritz mend it, because | like the
sound. It isapromise that spring will return some day, cheerful tidings.”

"Theroad will becleaxr?"

"Theway back down to Gilderburg, certainly,” Fritz agreed glumly. "The pass... possbly. But it isnot
dawn yet. The north wind may return.”

He hoped it would. Even if he turned me out without my boots and cloak, | had achance now. | should
be in the company of other travelers, who might lend me garments for the road. Snow can turn to dush,
and then mud, very fast. | smiled blissfully back at him and shook my head to let him know | rested my
hopes on more than the temperature. | had no intention of |etting the overgrown lout manhandle me or
maltrest me any more than he had aready.

Meanwhile...

Meanwhile | regarded the merchant. " Some aspect of my tae distressesyou, sir? | swear to the truth of
every word."

"Y ou add perjury to your crimes! Counsdlor, how would you question such awitness?’



The notary sniggered. "With pleasure, Y our Honor!™

"Y ou demolish hisfablefor us, then, and we shall et our landlord demolish therest of him." Thefat oaf
guffawed at his own wit. The actress shrilled agreement. Fritz bared histeeth with joy.

"Very well." The notary turned hisferrety face to mine. "L et us consider the mortasfirst, Master Omar.
What happened to the bodies of the crown prince and his friend?

| eased back from hisrank breath. "I have no idea. We left them lying where they were.”

"And yet for twenty years the prince's desth has never been reported? Does not that seem alittle
Srange?'

"Perhapsit does, now that you mention it. He should have been found by now."

"And you traded four roya horsesfor aboat? Why did the king'sinvestigators not find those horsesin
the areaand learn of the fugitiveswho salled avay?"

"l presume the fisherman was careful not to incriminate himsdlf.”

"Would the disgppearance of an helr gpparent be investigated so perfunctorily?'

" am not experienced in assassinations, Counsdlor. King Just-blade may have been relieved to berid of
suchason.” | was enjoying mysdlf. My low opinion of the grubby notary was not being raised by his

inept cross-examingtion.

"Evenif heisprofoundly grateful for the results, aking does not ignore high treason. Would Just-blade
not have ransacked the whole area, using interrogation and torture to establish the facts?

"Y ou are asking meto draw conclusions. | am awitness, not atheorist."

He pulled aface. ™Y our description of the god's image does not match the dove that was produced for us
tonight.”

"| gand by my testimony.”

"Indeed? But how can theidol you saw have been the royad god? The prince had brought VVerl with him.
That makes sense, for it explains how he managed to track you down. But then shelet him be killed?"

"| told you. He seemed as surprised by that asyou are. Again, | will not speculate— especialy about the
minds of gods."

"Then you stole the god! Y ou gave him to the woman. How isit possibleto stedl afamily god away from
hisfamily?"

"Same answer.”
"Bah!" roared the merchant, interrupting thisfarce. "The whole taleis gibberish. Y ou said that the god

told Sweet-rose how to escape from the palace. These family gods of Verlia spesk only to members of
their families! Isthat not the case? Is that not what we have been told many times tonight?”



"It isconventiond belief,” | said with ashrug. "I merely reported the facts because | was asked to."
Wedl stole aglance at the dowager, but she had her head down, with her floppy hat hiding her face. She
still seemed to be adeep, but | suspected that she was listening. | hoped she was. | was about to need
her.

"Not factd" The big man snorted. "Lies! Liesfrom gtart to finish. We have not even mentioned the largest
objection of al. If Sweet-rose € oped with aforeigner and not the crown prince, then why has Hool
proclaimed her child to be therightful heir to the throne?”

"l told you," | said. "I do not theorize upon the minds of gods.”

"Rubbish! Stable scrapings! Captain Tiger, do you not agree?”

The soldier sudied mewith eyeslikeflint. "1 find the tale hard to credit, yes. The entire realm has
believed for twenty years that Prince Star-seeker eloped with the woman he loved because hisfather the
king planned to marry her againgt her will. To betold that he was murdered instead— and the body left
lyingwhereitfdl... thisstransbdief."

"Throw the perjurer out! Innkeeper, take him!™

Fritzbegantorise.

"Let him be" the dowager croaked, stirring.

"Y ou believe him?" Tiger shouted. Rosie jumped and |ooked around nervoudly.

"Master Omar hastold only two liestonight.”

"Two?' | exclamed over the incredulous murmurs. " Perhaps onetiny fib. White lieslike that do not
count, my lady. They are merely asocid grace.”

"Two." She peered a me adong the row. Her smile was an unexpected grimace of wrinkles and gums.
Her eyes shone like pearl in the candlelight. "Y ou named me the greatest beauty in the room."

"That wassmpletruth.”
"It was an outrageous exaggeration, even in those days. But | am grateful.” She chuckled.
"It wastrue. And the other matter wasatrivia gdlantry.”

The others exchanged puzzled glances. Fritz uttered an anima growl, asif reaching the end of his
sdf-contral.

"No, it was germane to the matter.” The crone's voice was a crunching of dry leaves. "In gratitude for that
fasehood, | will now rescue you, Master Omar!”

"| shdl beinyour debt, maam.”

She nodded, painfully easing herself upright in her chair. "'l do not seefacesaswel as| oncedid, but
when | first heard your voicetonight... It brought back memories. Ah, how it brought back memories!



These others may doubt. They squirm and scuttle to avoid unpalatable truths, but | accept, Master Omar,
athough | may not understand. Very wel, listen, all of you. | am Rose-dawn of Kraw, and | wasthe
snner who caused dl thetrouble. Long ago, it was... yet ill | pay.”

23: TheDowager's Tale

What do you know of gods, who were not bornin Verlia?

Y ou hanker after great gods, remote gods. Y ou go to grand temples and pray therein your hundreds,
each one bdieving that his own voice will be heard amid so many. Y ou credit your gods with worldwide
powers and do not see that you have shackled them with worldwide responsibilities. Y ou expect your
prayersto be heard and your sins overlooked. Y ou pray to gods of battle for victory without thinking that
your enemiesinvoke them, also. Y ou deafen your gods with conflicting entreaties and wonder why they
fal you.

But we? We are satisfied with little gods, our own family gods. We know that their powers are small, but
because we ask little of them, they can help us. Because we, their children, are few, they hear usand help
usand keep ustrue. All my days| have knelt before the same one god, giving him al my love and
obedience, safein the knowledge that | have hislove and care dways.

Alasthat | did not heed hiswarnings! But that was my folly, not his.

Let metel you how it is. We honor our godsin our own homes dally, making offerings, praisng,
worshipping. Welivewith our gods, and they with us. We ask their advice and seek their blessingson al
our undertakings. In Verliawe know more of gods than any of you can ever know. We are brought up
with our gods, and by our gods.

Four timesin our lives we make specia bondingsto our gods, four specid sacraments. When achildis
born, the parentstakeit to their god in the presence of all the adults of the family, and the god acceptsit
and namesit. "Heismine!" the god will say, or "Sheismine!" Verlian men do not worry about their
wives fiddity.

Children grown to adulthood are brought again before the god. They make certain promises and again
the god accepts them, spesking to them directly and in their presence for thefirst time. "Y ou are mine!™
Few indeed are those who do not weep when they first hear the voice of their god.

Thethird sacrament is marriage, when ayoung man brings his bride, or ayoung woman her groom, to
livein the ancestral home. The god accepts the newcomer, and ever after she or he belongsto that god,
aso.

And at the end, when the play is done, when we lie a-dying, then our god is brought to us. We Verlians
diein the presence of our gods, knowing that thereefter we shal never be parted.

Verlianstrugt their gods. We trust them especidly to ensure we have descendants— to worship them and
to remember us.

| am Rose-dawn of Kraw. Even before | waswed, | was Rose-dawn of Kraw. My father was
Leaping-spirit of Kraw, ayounger son of Kraw's children of Fairglen, aminor branch of the great clan. In
truth my father was only afarmer for his uncle, despite the greatness of his god.

When | wastwenty, | was deemed a beauty, but what woman of twenty isnot? Vanity isabetrayer.



When | was twenty | attracted the notice of Fire-hawk of Kraw, the eldest son of Eagle-soar of Kraw,
patriarch of our whole clan. | did not think much of Fire-hawk, even then, but | knew he would inherit
Stll Waters. Hiswife would be mistress of the fairest paacein Verlia. The prospect turned my head until
| was giddy.

Fire-hawk in due course proposed that our fathers arrange for usto be wed. As| was of noble birth, he
found me worthy; as| was of humble station, he expected me to be mallegble. Anything else hefelt was
lugt. | already had my heart set on ayoung man. He was named Honest-labor of Swet, and that sumshim
up very well. | asked my mother's advice, although | did not expect to heed it. Shetold meto consult the
god, so |l did.

| went to the chapel and knelt before the tooth of the dragon. | offered afine swath of silk | had woven,
showing autumn vineyards on the hills. | explained my problem.

"What do you seein Honest-labor?" the god asked.
Onedoesnot lieto one'sgod. "Hisbody," | admitted.
"And whet in Fire-hawk?'

"Hishouse"

The dragon sighed. "The body will decay. He will grow fat and bald, and heis so lusty that | will be hard
put to limit you to half adozen sons, each as bovine as hisfather. Honest-l1abor is the better man.
Fire-hawk isjedous and domineering. Hishouse will endure, but your ddight in it will fade with
familiarity. Y et what you redly seek thereis power and respect, and the joy you find in those will grow
greater as your own beauty fades. Y ou must choose the sort of happiness you wish.”

| chose Fire-hawk. That wasthefirst of my sins. At our wedding, he presented me to his god, and of
course it was the same god.

"Sheismine," Kraw said, and chuckled. A dragon chuckle sends shivers down the bravest spine. "She
was dways mine. Do not provoke her too far, my son."

At thetime | did not understand, and | don't think my husband ever did.

Hefound rapturein my embrace, and intime | found somein his. | bore him two sons, and they have
been a credit to their god. But Fire-hawk was as jea ous and domineering asthe god had foretold. | gave
him no cause for hisjealousy and | withstood his anger. When he struck me, | struck him back. He
threatened to whip me. | told him | would enter a brothel and shame him before the entire kingdom. He
tried to limit my power to rule the household, which was my right, and | played upon hisjedousy,
threatening to bear him alegion of bastards. Our life together was never tranquil, but it was seldom dulll,
ather.

In due course, | became mistress of Still Waters, and no woman could ask for afiner domain.

Thereafter he used mistresses and tried to ignore me. But, he had aweakness. He drank too much.
When hewasin hiscups, | would go to him in hisroom and then he could not resst me. Disgusting, of
course, but the price | paid. | used to do it every month or two, just so he could never be certain that any
child I might bear was not his. We had the same god, you see. Whosoever might be the father of any



child I bore, Kraw would accept it, because | also was hisfrom the beginning. Fire-hawk had not
gppreciated that problem until after our wedding— | pointed it out to him in one of our first quarrels. The
knowledge did nothing to improve his peace of mind, for he was ajea ous man.

Yet | remained faithful to him, athough he could not believeit.
Until High-honor.

Master Omar described the king for you, and brought him back to life for me. He was everything
Fire-hawk was not— jovid, gentle, passionate, good company, forgiving. We were not mad youngsters,
but loveis not confined to the young. Indeed, true love is a phenomenon of middle age, for only then can
one be surethat what onefedsisnot dl lust. Passion isa product of love, not its source. Why do the
young never seethis?

| fdl in love with the king, and he with me. Our affair lasted for years, yet in dl that time we were intimate
only four times. | remember every minute of those encounters. Fire-hawk suspected, or just assumed,
and High-honor dared not provoke aman of his power lest the kingdom be rent by civil war. My
husband watched and pried and guarded. Four times!

High-honor brought his court to cal on us, and | was surrounded by eyes. We could exchange private
words, but only in full view. We were never allowed to be alone together, to do what we both so
desperately wanted to do.

| went to Kraw in despair.
"An hour!" | begged. "My god, grant me an hour donewith theman | love."

"I do not grudge you happiness, my child,” the dragon said. "But happiness dways has a price. What
pricewill you pay for it in this case?"

Fool that | wadl "Anything! Anything at al!"

"Rash! | do not know the price, Rose-dawn, or | would tell you. | do know that thistime it may be very
high"

"I will pay it!" | cried.

That isthe only time | thought | heard my god weep. "Fire-hawk aso ismy child, and | will not cuckold
him, much as he deservesit.”

"Will you prevent me?'

"No," Kraw said softly. "Listen. Thereisaman caled Omar, atrader of tales. Send your most
trustworthy aide to Myto, to the Sign of the Bronze Anchor, and he will find him there. Bring him here.
Tell High-honor to offer the man abribe. It must be princely, for thistae-teller is contemptuous of
wedlth. Only afabulous gift will impresshim. In return for it, he will so bespdll hislistenersthat the two of
you may steal away unseen. Even Fire-hawk cannot resist that man'stongue. But if the king stints on the
prize, then dl will helog."

What woman could resst such achdlenge? | could require the man | loved to demongtrate how much he
vaued me. High-honor rose to the chalenge, of course. | felt shamed when | saw the jewel he proposed



to squander for my sake.

It was not Verl who organized that deception! Verl was homein Uthom. It was Kraw. Who but the king
could have offered Master Omar such ajewd? And who would have required such a price but the
misiress of the house hersalf?

There was Omar'slie. He saw who dipped from the portico that night. High-honor would not have
Seduced his daughter's companion! Never! 1t was |, but Omar lied to you tonight to save my shame.

| have never spoken of it before, and now | find | glory iniit.

| am eterndlly grateful to the trader of talesfor giving me those precious minutes with the man | loved.
Two weeks later, High-honor died. Nine months later, | bore Sweet-rose.

She was the price, and costly she proved to be.

Oh, how I trembled on her naming day! We could not but invite the senior lords and their ladiesfrom dl
the innumerable branches of Kraw'sfamily, for such was the custom. They al came, thewhole clan. The
shrine was so crowded that no one could breathe.

Fire-hawk brought in the babe. He was convinced she was not his. No evidence would have convinced
him otherwise, nay, even had he kept me locked in abox to which only he had the key. He laid her
before the god.

"Sheismineg" Kraw said. "Sheis Sweet-rose of Kraw."

"But isshe mine?' my husband screamed in front of his assembled guests, aquarter of dl thewedthin the
kingdom. Oh, the shame of it!

"You," thedragon sad, "are aturd!"

The laughter dmost brought down the ceiling. Not another word would the god spesk and never was
Fire-hawk alowed to forget it. | went no more to hisbed again, nor any man's, for my love was dead.

A few yearslater, Just-blade cameto rulein his own right and rashly began the Buniawar. Fire-hawk
was dan early, and my heart rgjoiced to be rid of him. My son succeeded, but he was unmarried. He
went off with his brother to fight, and | ruled Still Waters aone. Those were the happiest years of my lifel
| could not help what | felt. Am | so wicked to admit it?

| had my daughter, Sweet-rose. She was much younger than my sons, and agresat joy to me. Evenasa
babe she was beautiful, and her beauty waxed every day. She was willful and headstrong. We raged at
each other, but it was for love. She knew | loved her, even when we fought.

She must have done.

| am sure she did!

And she loved me. We just did not talk of it; we were too much aike in someways.

Offers of marriage began coming when shewastwelve. | postponed al discussion of the matter until she



reached fourteen. When that day came, Sweet-rose hersdlf refused to discussit. Ten yearslater, the
offerswere till coming, and she was il refusing them— refusing even to talk about them! She would
not marry while the war was on, sheinssted, for she had no wish to be an early widow. All very well, but
the promising candidates were falling likeiciclesin springtime. Better adead husband than no husband at
dl.

Half the young men of the kingdom came a-cdling at Still Waters. Sweet-rose had ahorse she called
Tester. Most of the young men ended in abush after trying out Tester— it favored asmall
monkey-puzzle near the aviary. Those who survived unscathed she would take canoeing in summer or
skating in winter. She drowned them, terrified them, or froze them. Any superman who escaped those
perils, shewould invite to fencing practice. She had afoil with atrick button... One or two amost bled
to death. Do you wonder that | wasin despair?

Until one day Tester tested her. | don't know what spooked the brute, but | had warned her for years
that she was playing with fire when she rode that devil. Skilled as she was, it ran away with her. Shewas
brought home in avery bruised and subdued condition. She remained subdued. It was amonth before |
redlized that we had not had afight in al that time and therefore she must be avoiding me.

| soon discovered the reason. Master Omar made him out to be a hero, aromantic daredevil. | saw a
penniless foreign adventurer who had amost broken my daughter's neck. | did not like him, his accent,
his manners, his account of hisbackground, or his obvious hold on my daughter. | disposed of him quite
eadly, asyou heard. With one ankle broken and the other chained, he was not going to be underfoot for
awhile.

My daughter and | had afight that was notable even by our standards. | gave her an ultimatum. If she
was not betrothed by spring, | would arrange amarriage for her. By law her brother could force the
matter, and would if | ingsted. Then | packed her off to court. With my sonsaway and the land in
turmoail, | could not leave Still Waters. | told her to write when she had an acceptable offer.

Her letter arrived one bitter winter day. The king or the crown prince, she said. She had not yet decided
between them. The king was an old bore and rumored to be impotent, the prince a degenerate lout, but
they were both pursuing her night and day, and didn't they both seem digible enough?

| don't think she had led them on to spite me. Mad as she was a me, she would not have trailed her coat
for either of those two, let done both. | think it just happened. Whether father or son wasfirgt, the hatred
between them was enough to provoke their rivalry without Sweet-rose having to do anything at dl. | am
positive she did not know then why elther match was out of the question.

| knew, of course. | screamed for my carriage and was on the road for Uthom within the hour. | told the
coachman to leave atrail of dead horsesif need be, but to get me to the pal ace within two days. Evenin
summer, | had never made that journey inlessthan five.

In consdering my daughter'sfuture, | had overlooked the roya family completely. The crown prince was
only aboy, five years younger than she. | had forgot that boys grow up. | knew that the king was likely to
remarry. Irrelevant!— or so | assumed, because he was her brother. The crown prince was her nephew.
But they didn't know that! Nobody knew that, just the godsand I. Now | must pay the price that Kraw
predicted. | was going to be made to seem an adulteress before the entire nation, adut who dept with
men other than her husband. The fact that it was only four times, only four times and only with theking...
Wéll, it didn't happen. | was saved disgrace.

Halfway to Uthom, a courier bound for Still Waters recognized my carriage in passing, ran us down, and



ddlivered a second letter from Sweet-rose. | learned that | wastoo late.

Star-seeker had accosted my daughter in acorridor of the palace and attempted to fondle her, or worse.
Literaly fleeing from his unwanted attentions, she took refuge behind a convenient door. It wasaroom
she had never seen before, the roya chapdl. | knew it. We children of Kraw aways pay our respectsto
Verl when we vidt the paace, dthough now our descent from White-thorn istoo remote for him to
acknowledge us.

The door would not have been locked, of course, despite the richness of the furnishings. No one can
ged from achapd inVerlia

Sweet-rose knelt and apologized for intruding. Verl replied.

| suppose he began with"Y ou are mine," dthough al gods have their own liturgy. He told Sweet-rose
that he had summoned her. He explained the problem. Both king and prince had dready consulted him
about her and he had forbidden both matches. He had not said why, because gods never explain. Gods
become very angry if their commands are ignored. Sweet-rose was one of his, just as much asthe men
were.

"If agod guards your nasty secret, Mother," shewrote, "then who am | to expose you?"

| wish | had kept that |etter. Some of the things she wrote were unkind, but they were written in haste.
Shedsosad... Wel, | did not keepit, and | don't remember. She did say she was going to flee the
court. She did not say where shewas going, but | could guess. She said good-bye.

Fool! She could have kept her penniless foreigner then! She could have blackmailed meinto accepting
him and the assembled children of Kraw would have rdlied to turn aside the king's anger! Why did she
not see that? Why give up so much? Why say good-bye?

Oh, I was amadwoman! My carriage would not manage the byways, so | took off on horseback. Even
then | was old— in my sixties— but in the next two days | outrode every man of my escort except one
boy. Never say | did not love her! | nearly killed myself on that ride. An hour from Zardon, my horse
went lame. | ordered my last guard to dismount and | went on alone. Alone!

| could not have missed you by long, Master Omar. Embers ill glowed in the grate. The two bodies
were not yet cold. Two bodies, and only the prince till held asword? It did not take much wit to guess
that there had been other people thereif there was only one sword for two dead men. But the crown
prince was dain and al the children of Kraw together could not defend Still Waters againgt acharge of
high treason.

Boats never entered my mind. An open boat across the ocean in winter? Ridiculous! Horses and hiding
placesweredl | consdered. The king's officers would be a my door within days, | thought, and |

racked my brain to recall al the secret rooms and passages. | tried to calculate when Sweet-rose and her
adventurer lover would arrive, and by what road... | was certain she would come home, you see, home
to her mother'sarms.

| decided | must buy time, muddy the tracks, blur the scent. | dragged the corpses over to the window
and |et the sea have them. There was too much blood to clean up, so | set the building on fire. Only the
roof and the upstairs flooring and the furniture were flammable. The wallsremained, and | expect they are
there ill. The prince's sword was later found among the ashes and identified, but there were no signs of
bodies, of course. | never guessed my improvised deception would stand unchallenged for twenty years.



By dawn | was a my manager's door. Thiswas Kraw land, remember, Still Watersland. My men
scoured the countryside clean long before the king's ever saw it. We found the horses, Master
Tickenpepper! We spirited the old fisherman away, and no one learned of the four fugitives.

Strange how legends grow! Very few people had seen my daughter with Master Omar. More knew of
the prince, for he had made himsalf obnoxious at every stop. The two couples passed by different routes
at very amilar times. Somehow the reports blended into a myth of two fugitive lovers.

When | learned of the boat, | laughed aoud. | thought it was just a cunning subterfuge to divert pursuit.
They would sail dong the coast and disembark, would then find fresh horses to bear them to Still Waters.
So | thought. | went home, expecting to find them aready there. They were not. | waited. Asthe days

passed, | was forced to conclude that they had drowned at sea. My daughter never came back to me. |
lost adl hope, until earlier thisyear, when | learned of Hool's oracle.

24: Interlude

The hoarse old voice ground away into silence, and there was not adamp eye in the room. Even Gwill's
seemed to have dried up momentarily.

Eventudly the actress squirmed and said, "A poignant tale!™
Therest of us made hasty agreeing noises.
"I have suffered much for love," the dowager murmured.

| interpreted Friedas expression to mean horrible old bitch! but it may have lost something in the
trandation. For once the group seemed close to unanimity.

The merchant cleared histhroat. ™Y ou appear to have a problem, my lady. Y our candidate's story does
not agree with your own account of events."

Weal looked a Rosie, who did not notice.

The dowager pouted. "Innkeeper? It must be near dawn, isit not?"

Fritz scratched his stubbled chin and heaved himself upright, unfolding hisbulk likeahorse. "1t fedslike
it, my lady." He stalked over to awindow. Leaning into the embrasure, he cupped his hands around a
spy holein the shutter and peered. "Thereislight in the east, maam.”

"And il thawing?"

"Yes, maam."

"If we are to move on this morning, then we should perhaps catch alittle deep. Rose!”

Rosie jumped asif someone had dropped hot cods down her neck. "M-m-m-my lady?'

"Itistimeto go to bed."

"B-b-bed, my lad-d-dy?"



"Updgtairs. Take Verl with you, and remember to deep next thewall, so there will be room for me."

The girl sat for amoment, lips moving, working that out. Then she nodded and quickly stuffed the
porcelain pigeon and its wrapping insde the casket. She rose, bobbed a curtsey, and hurried to the
dairs.

Themingrd shivered. He stretched, yawning widdy. "I think I, too, may..."

| caught his eye and shook my head. | suspected | was going to need Gwill quite shortly. Surprised but
awayswilling, he sank back on the bench without another word, staring at me doubtfully and dabbing at
hisnosewith hisdeeve,

"What ever do you mean, Burgomaster?' the dowager said sharply, picking up the earlier conversation.

The merchant screwed down histhick brows. ™Y ou saw Star-seeker dead, you say. Y et Rosie clamsto
behischild."

"Posthumous, perhaps?”’

"And when did that happen? No, no, maam! Her father was amercenary, who died at the Siege of
Hagenvarch. Possibly the girl's mother may have romanticized, or the girl herself may, but you quote her
asquoting Verl. Y our story does not match the god's.”

"It redlly does not matter who her father was. She is High-honor's granddaughter. That iswhy Hool has
proclaimed her child to be rightful ruler— not because of Star-seeker at dl.”

The fat man'sface bulged. "When and where did Star-seeker die? At Zardon or at Hagenvarch? Y ou
cannot have it both ways."

The dowager clenched her lipsin silence. She was the sort of person who often did haveit both ways,
many ways, believing whatever she chose to believe. Even yet she would not face the conseguences of
her adultery. She wanted the world to believe her daughter had el oped with Star-seeker, athough she
knew he had died. But then she sighed.

"You have apoint. | admit there are discrepanciesin Ros€stae. The soldier father sounds more like that
Zig boy than Star-seeker. There are dso truths! She knew my name, the name of Sweet-rose's mother.
That was not public knowledge. She knew the year of her mother's birth. Other things. Perhaps Hool will
explan.”

The merchant grunted scornfully.

| did not like the way Fritz was hovering in the background, where | could not see what he was up to. |
did not like the yawns going around.

"It isnot unknown for young women to hear voices," | suggested.

"Sheisahdf-wit!" Johein said, agreeing with mefor thefirgt time that night. " She could imagine anything.
But how could the voices spesk truths?' He glowered at me with atotally unwarranted suspicion.

"Perhapsthat pigeon of hersisademon?If you believein gods, you must believein devils, or evil gods.”



The audience stirred uneasly at the thought of ademon in the house.
"Just athought,” | added. " She has aterrible stutter, doesn't she?”
"Y ou have another explanation, Master Omar?" the soldier demanded.

My conscience growled at me and | paused to consider the matter. On purely artistic grounds, | was
convinced that Rose was an irrdlevancy. She had wandered into the wrong story. The gods may be cruel
or capricious, but they usually do have style. Rosie did not belong in the affairs of Verlia Shewas alesf
caught up by astorm and blown out to sea.

"l do not think the girl islying to you, my lady,” | said. "But | do not think sheisyour granddaughter. If |
say anything to shake your belief in that, you will not abandon her?”

The old crone crunched up her wrinklesin ascowl. She was unaccustomed to restraint, unwilling to
commit hersdf to anything, even to bind hersdlf with apromise. "Roseisagreat hepto me. Sheis
biddable. | need ahandmaid to help me dress. My last absconded in Gilderburg with adairyman.”

When no more came, | said, "Then you will certainly take her back to Still Waterswith you, whether she
isyour granddaughter or not? And even if sheisonly the deluded simpleton she seemsto be, you will see
that shefindsan honorableliving?'

| thought Lady Rose-dawn was about to tell me to mind my own business, but curiosity won out, asit
usudly does.

"Y ou need have no fear on that score, Master Omar. | look after my retainers, and always have." She
probably believed that. "Tak away! We may aswell see the sunup now. It isyour turnto tell usatale,

anyway."

"I will not presumeto try to match your own heartrending story, my lady! But | do have a parable that
may be relevant. Y ou may judgeit onits own merits, if you wish."

The merchant groaned and turned his head to ingpect his young wife. She amiled a him unconvincingly.
Then he seemed to decide againgt whatever he had been thinking, and he, too, settled into his chair.

"Go on. What flimflam is coming now?"
"The Tale of Agwash the Horsetrader, of course.”

Nobody reacted except Gwill the mingtrdl. He blinked at mein surprise and then smiled wanly.
25: The Tale of Agwash the Hor setrader

I n the spring of the year, Agwash the horsetrader went down from Morthlan to the plains, aswas his
wont, to buy stock for the summer fairs. He cameto the village of Vanburth, and there to the house of his
old friend Nergol, who was dso aman wisein the flesh of horses. Nergol embraced Agwash and seated
him under the shade of the fig tree that grew before his house, and called for wine and cakesto be
brought for his old friend. Then the two of them discoursed at length upon the mercies of the gods, the
follies of men, and the obscene proliferation of taxes.



When Agwash was refreshed, Nergol caused sundry poniesto be led forth and displayed before him,
saying, "Oh, Agwash, behold! Observe the straightness of their hocks, the gleam of their coats, the
excdlence of their respiration!” And Nergol praised the horsesin thiswise, likening them to legendary
steeds of yore.

Agwash turned aside hisface and lamented. "Crue arethe gods!" he quoth. "They have brought meto
hard timesin my old age, when even an honest man may no longer earn his bread by honorable trade.
They have reduced the price of horses until they sdll for less than pomegranates. But worst of dl, they
have burdened me with years so that | may observe the friends of my youth decayed and stricken with
afflictions of the eyes. Isit that you can yet tdl day from night, my old companion?

Deeming that hisfriend jested, Nergol dapped histhighsin mirth and then returned to praising the animas
he had displayed.

Agwash responded with sadness. "Verily, since coming into the plains, | have not seen a beast worthy to
be made into the bindings of books. Every day it grows clearer.” Then he pointed out the Ssgns of worms
and the prevaence of colic and bog spavin and sundry other drawbacks that the other had missed.

Nergol called upon his menservants to remove the livestock.

Agwash sghed as his heart were breaking. "Because | am akindly man and Nergol has been my friend
for unnumbered years, | will let folly overrule wisdom in thismatter. Yes, | will remove the diseased
animasfrom hisfield to save him thelabor of burying them. And, though my wiveswould berate me if
they heard of this, calling me asentimenta old fool, | will leave him four gold pieces so that my friend may
gart up in goat herding, or some other line of endeavor more suited to histalents.”

Then Nergol cried out to the gods to witness that Wernok had offered twenty times that much per head
for the whole herd, as he needed to improve his blood-line.

Agwash threw himsdlf in the dusgt, uttering lamentation that hisold friend Nergol had so taken leave of his
wits asto believe asingle word that had passed through the beard of anotorious liar such as Wernok.

And so it went.

L ater, when the shadows began to lengthen, the two of them embraced again tearfully, each vowing that
he had beggared himsdlf utterly for the sake of hisold friend. Nergol called again for wine for hisvistor,
and they sat once more under the fig tree and drank toasts to better days ahead.

Then said Nergoal, "How sad it isthat your business has falen on such hard times, Agwash! Wereyouin
command of the resources you once had, you might even be able to consder making an offer for Twak,
for truly there is no horse under Heaven that can compare with Twak."

Agwash sighed and agreed that the matter was indeed heartbreaking. And athough times were hard, he
added, it would be awonderful experience to see anotable horse again, asteed like those they had
known in the days of their youth together. He very much doubted that there could be any such horse,
though, and he could not imagine what breeder in the digtrict might own it if therewas.

Nergol said, "The virtues of Twak are not readily apparent to the eye--or at least not to mine, although |
fancy that my sight is dtill better than yours, asit dwayswas. Asto the breeder, the owner of Twak isa
man by the name of Pilo, who can commonly be found in the market at this hour of the day. Let usgo

together, and if you do not agree that Twak isthe most remarkable horse that you have ever seen, then |



shall deed you back that miserable sack of underweight coins you persuaded mein my folly to accept for
my herd. Wheress, if | have spoken truly, then you will double the amount.”

Agwash consdered the matter for sometime, for he was a cautious man, but eventualy he agreed to the
terms. So the two of them arose and went unto the marketplace. There they found the man Pilo and the
horse Twak, within acrowd of onlookers.

Agwash said, "'l will admit that | have never seen ahorse so spavined and rack-boned, nor one so old
and il ableto stand up. These, | posit, were not the terms of our wager.”

"They were not. Now take heed and watch.”

Then Nergol handed aslver coin to the man Filo, and Pilo gave him in return an oatcake, of the sort that
could be purchased in the market at thirteen for a copper farthing.

Nergol addressed the horse, saying, "Twak, thisismy old friend Agwash. How many sons does he
have?"

Twak began to strike the ground with his hoof, and the man Filo counted out the strokes. Lo! When the
count had cometo four, Twak ceased.

Nergol gave Twak the oatcake, saying, "Agwash, you have four sons, and you owe me abag of gold.”

Agwash was much shaken by this, but he was a cautious man, and he pondered the matter for some
time, stroking his beard. At last he shook his head in sorrow.

"I would not have believed an old friend would have contrived such adeceit,” he said. "Clearly the man
Pilo was advised before times of the answer you would seek. He is holding the horse's bridle, and he
gavethe horseasignd when it wastime to cease striking the ground.”

The man PFilo brought out another oatcake from the pocket of hisrobe, saying, "l see you are astranger.
Because you have doubts, | shall tether Twak to this post, and | shall let you ask another question
without further payment.”

So he tethered Twak and stood back, while Agwash braced himsalf to speak to ahorse before so many
onlookers. He said, "Twak, how many horsesdid | buy from Nergol this day?’

Twak struck the ground with his hoof fourteen times and stopped.

Nergol said, "Agwash, Twak isthe most remarkable horse you have ever seen. Y ou bought fourteen
head and you owe me abag of gold.”

Then was Agwash sore afraid for hisgold. But he considered the matter further, and devised that hisold
friend Nergol might have guessed what question Agwash would ask of Twak, and might by some means
have sent word to the man Filo beforetimes.

"The man Piloisaremarkable trainer,”" he said, reaching for asilver coin. "I shall ask another question,
but he must go where the horse cannot see or hear hissignd.”

He expected the man Pilo to object to this condition, but he did not. He gave Agwash an oatcakein
return for the silver coin, and then went and stood behind the tent of Mougour the basket maker, out of



sight of Twak. Now Agwash saw that dl the spectators were smiling, and he was even more afraid. He
determined to ask something that no one in the village except himsdlf could know, so that no accomplice
in the crowd might signal the answer to the horse.

"Twak," hesad, "l tarried three nightsin the town of Pulnk on my way here. How many maidensdid |
embracein Pulnk?"

Twak struck the ground four times with his hoof, and al the spectators clapped.

Agwash lamented and tore hisbeard. "Truly!" he said, "I have never seen so remarkable ahorse, and |
owe my old friend abag of gold, may the godsrot hislungs and fill his bowe swith worms and sundry
arthropods.”

Then Nergol took pity on hisdistress and spoke to him, saying, "Alasthat thishorseis beyond price, and
the man Pilo will not consider any offer for him. But you, my old friend, are as shrewd ajudge of the flesh
of horsesas| have ever had the misfortune to deal with. | will therefore make this offer to you. It may be
that the horse is possessed of ademon. Or it may be that the man Pilo has a secret that would bring great
profit to any who might shareit. Tarry, then, and observe. If in three days you can tell me how Twak
works hiswonders, then | shall return both bags of gold to you. But if you cannot, then you shal owe me
the same”

Agwash was sore distressed at the thought of so much gold, but he agreed to the new wager.
Straightaway he began to ply the man Pilo with silver coinsfor the right to ask questions of the horse, and
for oatcakesto reward it.

It cameto passthat Twak told Agwash how many brothers he had. Twak told him how many pillars
stood in the cloister of the palace in Morthlan, the number of beansin a pot, how many were the taverns
of Pulnk and the tablesin each. Twak stamped once when the right index finger of Agwash was over the
scar on hisown left arm, athough the arm was hidden by adeeve. Twak told Agwash the month and the
day of the month on which hisfather's father's brother had been born.

The horse could answer rightly no matter which way it was facing, whether the man Filo wasin sght or
not, or even when Twak wasingde atent with no one but Agwash himself.

That wasthefirst day.

On the second day, Agwash spent no more silver coins on oatcakes, but sat on the shady sde of tile
marketplace and watched the horse Twak. Y et there wasllittle to see, because no onein thevillage
would venture to doubt Twak's skill, and therefore only strangers would pander to its expensive taste for
oatcakes. One merchant came to ask how many days he must wait to receive a certain important |etter
he was expecting, but that question Twak refused to answer, so the man Filo returned the merchant's
slver coin and |eft the oatcake in his own pocket.

On the third day, in the morning, Agwash went again to the marketplace. There he saw aman leading a
fineracing mare. Agwash gregted him in his customary fashion, saying, " Stranger, will you sell methat
hack, for my dogs are hungry and need meat?’

The man sighed and explained that the mare was dl the goods he possessed in the world, and abosom
friend, also, and his only source of income, for it would win any race a any odds, but that he might
condder parting with the mareif aman wasrich enough to offer asuitable price.



Agwash led the man and the mare over to Twak, and paid the man Pilo asilver coin, and said, "Twak,
what isthe lowest price this man will take for thismare?’

Twak struck the ground seven times and Agwash said to the man, "I offer you seven gold coinsfor the
mare"

The man laughed at so smal an offer and said, "V erily, a twenty gold coinsit would be robbery.”
"Verily it would," Agwash said, and went away.

Later that day, the man came to where Agwash sat on the shady side of the marketplace and said he
would take seventeen coins. Agwash said, "Seven.”

At the end of the day, the man came again. Weeping, he took the seven gold coins, giving the mare to
Agwash.

Then Agwash arose and went to the shop of the maker of pots and purchased from him two pots of the
best sort, one orange and one red, and both having lids. Now the sun was close to setting, and Nergol
came unto Agwash, saying, "Old friend, can you now tell me how the horse Twak works its wonders, or
do you owe me two more bags of gold?’

Agwash said unto him, "Surely an old horsetrader can outwit an old horse, so that you, old friend, will
have to return to me the two bags | have aready lost to you through folly and the weakness of my

judgment.”

Thereupon they went together to the horse Twak and the man Pilo, and Agwash bought two oatcakes.
Half the people of the town had come, also, to hear if Agwash the horsetrader could explain how Twak
worked hiswonders, for he was known as aman wisein the flesh of horses.

Then Agwash showed Twak the orange pot, saying, "Twak, how many beans are therein this pot?"

Twak struck the ground four times as the man Pilo counted, and stopped. Agwash said unto Nergol,
"Old friend, do you now look in the orange pot and tell meif this horse has spoken true.”

Hedid and sad, "Verily, there are four beansin this pot, neither more nor less.”

So Agwash gave Twak the first oatcake. Then Agwash showed Twak the red pot and called upon the
horseto tell him how many beanswere in that pot, aso. Twak struck the ground and struck the ground
and struck the ground, and the man Pilo called out the count, and when they had reached a hundred,
Agwash said to Nergol, "Old friend, do you now look in the red pot and tell us.”

So Nergol looked in the red pot and spoke, saying, Lo, herein there are but three beans only.” Then
Twak stopped striking the ground with his hoof, and the man Filo returned one silver coin to Agwash
because the horse had been unable to tell him how many beans there were in the red pot.

At this, Nergol cried out in lamentation and rent his garments, for he thought he would now haveto pay
hisold friend the two bags of gold that had been wagered. He said, "Alas! Now you know how the
horse performs hiswonders. Tell methen, and | shall deliver unto you the money that was promised, for
there is none more honest under Heaven than Nergol.”

But Agwash said to him, "Nay, | know not. | go now to my tents to gather together two bags of gold,



dthoughit bedl | possessin theworld and my children shall surdly starve thereby, and | shdl bring the
goldtoyou, my old friend."

Nergol said, "But you have won thewager." Agwash said, "Nay, | havelost." And they argued over who
owed whom two bags of gold, while dl the people looked on in amazement.

Nergol said, "Thou knowest how the horse works hiswonders."

Agwash said, "I know not. It istruethat | have atheory, but it isamere guess, asuppostion, and | may
bewrong. Therefore | havelost and | will pay.”

"Tdl meyour theory," said Nergol to him, "and you need not pay.”
Agwash sad, "Nay, | will not. | will pay thee, old friend, for I, too, am an honest man.”

Nergol tore hisbeard. "Tell me your theory,” he said, "and | will pay you the two bags of gold insteed,
and take none from you."

"I will not,"” Agwash said. "I cannot prove that my theory isthe truth, and therefore you would cal mea
liar. Truly, I will not tell you my theory if you pay me ten bags of gold."

Nergol cried out asif taken by agreat pain, and then said, "Five."
Agwash said, "Eight, and no less."
And soon.

Thusit cameto pass, later that night, when the old friends were done at Agwash's tent where no other
might see or hear, that Nergol delivered seven bags of gold and three skins of finewineto Agwash, and

Agwash spaketo him, saying-

"Thisbe my theory. The horse Twak, | ween, isan old horse, and has been traded many timesfrom
owner to owner, and having seen and heard the trading done about it, has learned how to be a
horsetrader itself. For when | asked Twak what money a certain man would accept for amare, the horse
Twak began to strike the ground. When it had counted to seven, it stopped, and it came to passthat the
man did take seven gold coins for the mare. Now, none knew the truth of that number aforetimes except
the man himsdlf, and he did not tell or signa thisinformation to Twak, because that would have been
grest fally.

"And when you and |, my old friend, were bargaining over the fourteen worthless beasts that | bought
from you, | observed that whenever you came to name a sum that you would accept, you paused. Y ou
spoke somewords, as'l might settlefor..." or 'l would take only..." and then you would wait until |
looked up, yea, until | looked you full in the face, waiting for you to complete the phrase. Now this habit
of yours annoyed me grestly, for you learned it from me, mysdf.”

Nergol said, "So it may be, but | had not thought on it before.”
"Even in thy youth the stench of thy lies nauseated the gods, and you have not repented in your dotage.

The reason for this perversion of yoursisthat you thereby can clearly view my face when you namethe
number, and thus judge whether | be pleased by the same.”



"Theface of Agwash," Nergol proclaimed, "islike unto the Mountain of White Marble, and none may
read upon it what is carven thereon. Thisiswell known throughout al the plains, yea, even unto the River
of Crocodiles.”

These words pleased Agwash, but yet he frowned asif they brought him no happiness. "That may betrue
for the unwashed mass of the people, but it isnot true for awily and unscrupul ous rogue such asthee, my
old friend. And | think it is not true of the horse Twak. However much a man may seek to hide his
feelings so that they do not show on hisface or in his bearing, he may reved himself in small waysthat the
shrewd observer will note. It may be that neither istruly aware of these signals, and yet they are both sent
and received.”

Nergol mused upon this matter and poured more wine for himsdlf and hisold friend. "Then explain the
two pots that you showed unto Twak, the orange pot that the horse discerned, and the red pot that it
could not.”

"Verily itissmple. | knew that there were four beansin the orange pot, for | put them there mysdlf. | had
contrived that another's hand placed the beansin the red pot and then shut the lid before returning it to
me, S0 thereby | knew not how many beans were within. There being then no onein Twak's sght who
knew the answer, the horse observed no signal that it had reached the correct number, and therefore it
did not cease from gtriking the ground.

"Likewisg, it could not tell the merchant when hewill receive hisletter, for no man knoweth the answer."

Nergol said, "Truly, thou art the greatest cheat and villain between the city Morthlan and the River of
Crocodiles, and thou hast beggared mein my old age.”

The next day Agwash went on hisway, taking with him al the horses he had bought and dl the gold he
had acquired, aswdll, and was content.

26: The Sixth Judgment

"Roseisnot ahorse!" the dowager barked.

| sighed. The bitter old crone was not going to face the truth, no matter what knots she had to tie her
mindin.

"No, my lady. Sheisadrudge. Do you know what drudgery does to people? | can name many great
houses where the horses are better treated than the scullery staff.”

The soldier intervened, spesking with quiet authority. It was asif he stepped between two quarrding
drunks. ™Y our parable was amusing, Omar, but how doesit fit? What exactly isyour argument? The
horse you described pawed the ground until it saw that it had pleased the questioner. Then it stopped and
received areward. | have known many very smart horses, but Ros e does not paw the ground.”

"Shegutterd” | said. "Tell meif thisishow it happens? Y ou ask her something— the name of her
mother's mother, for example. She goes off to ask Verl, or theimage she thinksisVerl. Then she comes
back and you repesat the question. Sheis very nervous, she stutters, gabbles... In the case of her
grandmother's name... What did the margrave's housekeeper say her mother's name was, by the way?"

He shrugged. "They think it was Marsha, but no oneis sure after dl these years."



" She believes her own nameis Rosdind and her mother's was Sweet-rose, o naturally she might begin
with noiseslike those names. The correct answer is Rose-dawn, so you smile and nod, right? Whenever
she makes noises that sound like the answer you want, you show signs of agreement.” | looked around
for my own signs of encouragement. "All her life, Rosie has been the lowest of the low. She has had to
satisfy adozen people, dl at the same time— every one of them shouting at her to do something and all
entitled to strike her. Of course she has learned how to please people! | don't think she knows sheis
doingit."

"Rubbish!" the dowager muttered. No one disagreed.

| had not won much support, obvioudly.

Gwill yawned. The yawn spread around the room. Dawn was here. Talow fumes from the candles
burdened the air. Wewere dl feding thelong night. | sensed that more people were thinking of following
Rosie upstairsto bed. If | lost my audience, then | should have Fritz to deal with. But there was another
riddleleft unsolved, and it should be cleared out of the way first. | looked to the merchant, who was
yawning harder than any, stretching histhick arms.

"Well, Burgomaster? Have you no story to tell us, to complete the evening?’

He eyed me sourly and then glanced thoughtfully a hiswife. Marlalooked brighter than anyone, but of
course she must be accustomed to long, hard nightsin her line of work.

She glowed acoy smilea him. "It does seem late, Johein darling! Why don't we run upstairs and cuddle
into bed, mm?" She fondled the gold chain across his paunch.

Heraisad his bushy browsin sudden interest. " Sleepy, beloved?’
"Oh, alittle. Tired of al thistalk." She stroked his cheek.

"Ahem!" the soldier said. "Burgomaster, you never did tell uswhy you had engaged the services of
Master Tickenpepper to advise you on thelaws of Verlia™

The merchant pondered amoment, then shrugged hisfat shoulders. "Wdll, | was planning to keep it asa
surprise. My dear wifeand | are on our honeymoon, you redize."

Gwill choked. "Y ou take alawyer aong on your honeymoon, Sr?"

Fritz and the soldier smothered laughs. Even the dowager made an odd coughing noise.

Thefat man glared. "Watch your tongue, minstrel!" He eyed the dowager with equal contempt. "I
suppose how isas good atime as any for the truth to come out. | don't know | believe Omar's drivel
about the horse, maiam, but | know that your precious Roseis not what you think sheis."

"Then pray enlighten ug"

"Darling?' said the actress. She leaned over to kiss him. "Don't you love me more than that boring
Rose?'

"Later, badoved."



"Now, darling!"
"Later, | said! | haveto tell the seventh story, to solve the mystery.”

"O0!" Marlasqueded, in a sudden change of tactics. " Solve the mystery? That isexciting! What isthe
surprise, my love? A surprise for me?"

He patted her knee. "Y ou will be as surprised as anyone, my little chaffinch." He cleared histhroat
pompoudy, frowning around to make surewe were al paying atention. "I am Burgomaster Johein, chief
magistrate of Schlosbelsh. By profession, | am an importer. | inherited the business from my father, and
built it into one of the largest in the Volkdander. | am rated as the wedlthiest man in the city— barring the
great landowners, of course, and | know for afact that not afew of them... Well, never mind. | have
four sons and two daughters till living. My first wife died some years ago. | had been intending to take
another, but pressure of business kept me from getting around to it. A serious matter, choosing awife,
you know!"

"My good fortune that you delayed, darling,” the actress said, fanning him with her lashes.

| caught Gwill's eye and hastily looked away. | recalled that steamy, scented parlor inthe Velvet Stablein
Gilderburg, and the girls dancing on the tables. Then | tried to picture the assembled civic fathers of
Schloshelsh being gracious to the burgomaster's new wife. Themind...

What exactly is boggling, anyway?
27: TheMerchant'sTale

My attention was drawn to the Verliaaffair some months ago, in early summer. | wasin my counting
house, busy as usua. Wedlth never brings relaxation, you know. We work much harder than the poor.
And my civic dutiestake alot of my time.

| recdl that | wasin atesty mood. | forget what exactly had upset me— the continuing Stupidity of my
clerks, | suppose. Most of them don't have the wits of a chicken, and they're constantly getting sick and
expecting time off work. | give them two days off every month! That'stime enough to be sick.

Anyway, this particular day, | received avery unusud cdler. Most of my visitors are other important
merchants and guildmasters, you understand, or often members of the nobility come to borrow money. |
like to make 'em wait. When | wasinformed that there was an elderly nun asking to see me, | was not
impressed. | couldn't imagine why anun would want to see me, other than to beg money for repairsto
the nunnery or something. | probably wouldn't have found timefor her that day, except therewasa
weedy young aristocrat in my waiting room, and | knew he was hoping for asizableloan. | dso knew he
needed the money very badly. Thelonger he had to stew about it, the less he would scream when | told
him theterms. Besides, if he saw awoman, and acleric besides, being received ahead of himsdlf, it
would make him redlize that the sun didn't rise for him alone, just because he had the hereditary right to
peein aslver pot, or something. So | said to send in the nun firt.

She camein leaning on astaff. Her habit was atawdry, threadbare thing, and | didn't recognize her
order— shewasn't from Gilderburg. She was old, and frail, so | told her to take a seet, dthough | didn't
intend for her to stay long.

| went on signing letters. "'l am pressed for timethismorning, Sigter,” | said. "Cometo the point quickly, if
you please.”



She perched on the extreme edge of the chair and did not seem to know what to do with her stick. She
was nervous and twittery. "1 apologize for interrupting an important person such as yoursdlf,
Burgomaster. | would not impose on you, except the matter is rather urgent. Sheis due to take her vows
inafew weeks."

Obvioudy shewas a confused old bird.

"Whois?' | sad.

"Postulant Marla, Y our Honor."

"Andwhy should | care?"

"You needn't. | mean, | hope you will. Oh, dear! Y ou see, | think she may be important.”

| doubted it at that point, | admit. | decided | would give the hag five minutes to come to the point, or |
would toss her out. But as she wandered and maundered, | began to get intrigued. 1'm no vagabond
yarn-spinner like Omar, so | won't try to repeet the story the way shetold it. I'll just give you the bare
facts.

My vigitor said shewas Sister Zauch, from some obscure convent in Luzfraul that I'd never heard of. The
hillsare full of them. It's chegper to dump unwanted daughtersin ahouse of nuns than give them adowry
when they grow up. The nuns settle for much less— | know!

But thiswasn't anything like that. About twenty years ago, one bad winter's night, awoman had come to
the convent door. She was sick— dying in fact— and she had ababy girl with her. The mother duly
died. The child was kept on in the nunnery. Nothing unusua about that, redlly. Luzfraul'son thefar sde
of Gilderburg from Schlosbel sh— this side of Gilderburg, that is— and just where someone coming over
the Ranges might take awrong turn.... I'm getting ahead of mysdlf. At first | was thinking the other way,
thinking of going south and finding the passes closed and taking the wrong turn on the way back.

Sigter Zauch was dready past her five minutes, and | told her to get to the point. She brought out an old
letter. Apparently the Ssters had made an effort to identify the dying woman, but not much of an effort.
The mother superior had written aletter to the margrave of the district, but for some reason it had never
been sent. It had been lying in adrawer for twenty years. Nuns are not normally very businesdike
people, of course. Sister Zauch hersaf had found the letter afew weeks before.

Now the girl was grown up and abouit to take her vows. That would be that, of course. But Zauch hersdlf
had been required to come to Schlosbelsh on some family business or other, and had brought the girl
along as companion. While she was here, she had decided to consult the authorities. Would | advise her
on what ought to be done? If anything.

Me? What did | know or care about lost aristocratic bastards? But | suppose a burgomaster seems
much the same asamargrave to agang of cloistered elderly femdes.

Well, aletter was better than an ancient nun's confused blathering. It repeated the story of the dying
woman, but it quoted afew words she had raved in her ddlirium. "Prince" was one of them, and that
caught my attention, of course. Ravings carry little weight, but there was redl evidence, too. The baby
had been wrapped in ablanket of very fine woolen cloth, with a coat of arms stitched in the corner. The
letter contained adrawing of this, and it certainly had agenuinelook toit, athough | don't waste my time



on heraldic nonsense,

| began to cross-examine old Sister Zauch. She had nothing more to add. The blanket had been logt, the
letter had never been sent. She did not want Postulant Marlato hear anything about our conversation
unless she did turn out to be of noble blood— it would upset her. That was understandable.

Of course | was skeptical. | promised the old biddy | would investigate the insigniaand send word to her
as soon as | learned anything. She was changing her lodgings, she said, so she couldn't give me an
address. We agreed she would call on me again in afew days, and that was the end of theinterview.

| saw her out. | turned my attention to my other visitors, and almost forgot the whole business. But the

next day Master Tickenpepper came calling about some important legal business of mine. | noticed the
letter, till lying on my desk, and showed it to him. He agreed that it seemed genuine. | told him to look
intoit, not redly expecting anything of interest to emerge.

Wéll, asyou have al guessed by now, the coat of arms turned out to belong to the royal house of Verlial
That was a consderable surprise, because Verliais not exactly next door. | couldn't imagine how the
blanket could have come so far. | decided it probably hadn't. The woman hersaf had stitched the
emblemintoit, most likely, to honor her baby.

At that time| had heard of Verlia, but that was about dl, and | have traveled widely. Very few menin
Schloshel sh would have even known there was such a place, because most have never been asfar as
Gilderburg in their lives. In the next few days, some odd rumors began to float around. As burgomaster, |
hear the news as soon as anyone does— it ismy businessto! | stressthat point, because it isimportant.
Sigter Zauch spoke to me before anyone elsein the city had heard about the missing heir!

| set Master Tickenpepper to work finding out the truth of the matter.
When the old woman returned, | told her that the girl might indeed be important. | asked to meet her.

Sigter Zauch was unwell and wanted to return to the convent, but she sent the girl to me. That'swhen |
met Marla

| was bewitched from the moment | set eyes on her! Such innocence, such unconscious beauty— and
very possibly daughter of an old and powerful family! I am not by nature aromantic man, but her
Stuation touched me, | admit. Very soon, | stopped caring who her parents had been. | fell in lovel

| proposed. She accepted. We were married.

Yes, | knew there was aremote chance that she might turn out to have an aristocratic background, but it
was not afactor in my decision. The chances of ever tracking it down seemed very remote, and the odds
of ever proving anything conclusive even dighter. Not many lost heiresses have gods waiting to attest to
their identity! | love her for hersalf done, and would still love her, no maiter how humble her birth. I took
her as she was, without dowry or credentials.

It was only later, when Tickenpepper came back with hisfinal report, that | redlized that | had unwittingly
married a queen.

28: Interlude

"{M}e?' Marlascreamed. "Y ou mean I'm the rightful queen we've been hearing about dl night?*



Without giving Johein achance to reply, she hurled hersdf on him and kissed him fervently.
Thereisno fool like an old fool, so they say.

| looked around the room. Stunned disbelief would be an understatement. Friedas eyeswere wide, she
hed her hands over her mouth. Even Fritz's great jaw hung limply. Captain Tiger's hand had indtinctively
settled on the hilt of hissword.

Gwill, though, wasin the early stages of apoplexy. Heand | stared at each other. We knew more than
the others. We knew Marla could not possibly be what was being claimed for her... didn't we? Lack of
degp was making me groggy. Could an admittedly shrewd businessman like Johein be deceived on
anything so vitd to hisown well-being?

Could Marlabethelost princess, despite the trade she had plied in Gilderburg?

For amoment nobody dared breathe aword. Then the merchant heaved his ecstatic bride off him and
looked around proudly to judge our reactions. It was the soldier who spokefirst. Histone was dry as
sdit, giving away nothing.

"My lady, you appear to have discovered a second granddaughter tonight! And a grandson-in-law!™

The merchant flinched. He and the dowager regarded each other bleskly. What a big happy family that
would be!

"Indeed, maam," he said tiffly. "Behold your true granddaughter, and your queen.”
"l don't believe aword of it!"

"| assure you that the facts are incontestable! The datesfit. The mother superior— the previous mother
superior, that is— wrote a detailed, if somewhat windy, account of the matter. She quoted the woman's
dying words. | have atranscript of the letter upstairs. Would you doubt such aholy lady? | remind you
that this cameto my attention before the story was otherwise known in Schlosbelsh. Andwho ina
backwater like Luzfraul could have known theroyd insgniaof aland so far avay?"

Gwill caught my eye, asking me what we should do. | considered the ethics of the matter. | had no
especia reason to spoil Marlasfun, or Johein's, either, for that matter. But | felt | had unmasked Rosie
rather brutally. | owed it to her to apply the same standards of strict honesty and integrity to everyone
present.

Almost everyone, | mean.

True, Migtress Marlahad cometo my aid afew timesthat evening, but not willingly. By way of contrat,
her husband's tale of Sister Zauch led to the one person who had never faltered in backing me, one who
deserved my support much more than she did.

"My turn again?' | did not wait for argument. "A truly stunning narrative, Y our Honor! | gravely fed that |
have met my match at last, and in the fina round of the contest, too! However, | shall do my best to go
down fighting. | can do no better than to recount to you the sad, brief, and sdutary tale of Wadgrave
Munger."



29: Omar's Responsetothe Merchant's Tale

| first met Munster Six or seven years ago, down in the Winelands. At that time he was awild, crazy
youth. | ran into him again this summer in Gilderburg. He had changed, of course, but not in the way most
men do when they reach maturity. Now heiseven wilder and crazier.

Y ou must have heard tell of hisbrother, the margrave. Thereisno richer landowner in the entire
Volkdander. Doubtless you could name severd of hisroyal, saintly, and influentia uncles, cousins, and so
forth. Their respectability islegendary. Their family treeisprimevd, aforest initsdf.

Muny isthe only black sheep it has ever produced, and he makes up for it being about asblack asit is
possible to be. Heinherited the family good looks, but there the resemblance ends. He commonly begins
his day around noon with wine, women, and song, and goes straight downward. Hismain interests are
wenching, dueling, drinking, brawling, cheating a cards, blackening the family name, and sogping
dtaircases, but he dabblesin every other sort of deviltry imaginable, letting no temptation escape.

Heisone of the most charming men | have ever met. He flaunts hiswed th, dresses superbly, and turns
every femaeeyein thedreet. | have rarely seen him without abeautiful woman on hisarm and a broad
grin on hisface. He can ride any horse ever foded. Hewill drink you under the table and waken you a
dawn to propose a steeplechase, being witty and debonair and irresistible. Hislifeis one continuous
floatingriot.

Let me giveyou an example. Thiswaswhen hewasin histeens, remember. | wasthere, but only asa
spectator. The hour waslate, and al the gold on the table had come to roost in front of Muny, as usual.
The rest of the company was drunk and surly, every one of them years older than he and none of them
accustomed to losng. Hewas hisinvariable jaunty slf.

Without warning, he picked out the largest man in the group and openly accused him of cheating.
Consdering that the man had lost asmdll fortunein the previous three hours, that was even less probable
than it was wise to suggest. He was a so a deadly swordsman.

In an ingtant the man was on hisfeet, drawing hisrapier. "Bloody young coxcomb! Y ou will lose your
tongue for those words." Onlookers hastily scattered.

Muny rose ddiberately and said, "En garde, varlet!"

Then he whipped out his own sword. Where the blade should have been hung alength of silk cord—
dangling limply, of course. He stared at it disbelievingly. So did everyone e se. The sllencewasicy.

Then hesaid, "Damn! | must have been drinking too much.” The entire room exploded in thunderclaps of
laughter and applause.

Only his opponent chose not to see thejoke. He snarled and lunged. Muny parried the rapier with the hilt
in hishand and whirled the cord like awhip. It snarled the man'srapier; Muny jerked it out of hisgrasp. |
wouldn't have believed it possible had he been stone sober; he must have practiced for days. Then he
planted afist on the man's chin and laid him cold on the floor. He sat down and picked up his cards
without aword.

That was when he was about s xteen.



Onmy first day in Gilderburg, | wandered into the Margrave's Arms, the most expensive, most
respectable establishment in the city. Nowhere are necks stiffer or brows higher. The hall was hushed, a
sanctuary of thick carpet and polished paneling. The Margrave's Armsisthe sort of place that leaves
brass spittoons around, and if you miss one, then a servant rushes forward to clean up— very classy, but
somewhat sultifying for my taste. | normaly avoid luxury on that scale, but | was weary from my long
hike. Having afew thalersin my pocket, | fancied a hested bath and a gourmet mesdl.

A liveried flunky eyed me scathingly and strolled forward to inquire my needs.

A voice from the top of the sairs bellowed, "Omar!" Muny legped over the banisters, bounced both feet
on athickly padded sofa, and landed in front of me, steady as ahouse. The elderly lady who had been
stting on the other end of the sofawas ill going up and down in shock. Muny threw hisarms around me
likealong-lost debtor.

After that, of course, | was perfectly acceptable to the management. Any friend of the margrave's brother
wasafriend of theirs. Even if Muny later left without paying, hisfamily would cover for him. | was
surprised to discover that they had allowed him back across the border but they had. He ordered the
best available room for me, chattered cheerfully a my sde dl the way there, and demanded wine so we
could drink while | soaked in the copper tub.

Later he summoned his current mistress to meet me, sending word that she was to bring a ong some of
his spare clothes. Wrapped in atowd, | was presented to one of the loveliest, most gracious ladies
imaginable. | was not surprised. He always had the best. She was being represented as hiswife, because
the Arms guards its reputation avidly. Even Muny had to observe the proprieties to some extent if he
wished to remain there.

Life at once became very hectic for me. | was anxiousto track down the missing heir, but Muny's
companionship leaveslittletime for anything dse.

About thethird day, | came weaving back to my room from an evening'sinquiriesin haunts of
considerably lower reputation. It wasjust short of dawn. | was gill hauling my clothes off when in floated
Muny— fresh-shaven, impeccable, grinning as aways.

"Omar!" he proclaimed. "Glad to see you're up already! Theriver'sin spate! I've hired acouple of leaky
old tubsfor aboat race.

| dived into bed, clutching the covers as hetried to haul them off me. "I have work to do!" | protested.
He smirked. "Then why spend the night carousing?”
"Not carousing. Tdling stories, asking questions, listening. Investigating.”

"Bah! You're sarting at the wrong end! Y ou should speak with priests and nobles, not squelch around in
the dregs. Get to them later, if al dsefalls, if you must. Start with the civic fathers and work down.”

"In my experience, the dregs are not only more interesting and better informed, but much morelikely to
be of assstance. The civic fatherswon't give me the polish off their boots." Not without alot of

preparatory work, anyway.

Muny sad, "Bah!" again. A familiar and worrying glint shonein hiseye. "They will ligento me! If |
arrange amesting with the town notables, will you come aong on my boet race?'



| consented, agreeable to anything that would gain me alittle peace and quiet. It could not have been two
hours later when he tipped a carafe of water over my head and announced that it wastimeto go,
everyone was waiting on me.

We smashed one boat in the first rapids— the one | wasin, of course. No one drowned, amazingly
enough, athough most of uswere severely bruised. Muny crammed us all into the other and carried on.
That one lasted asfar as Thunder Falls. We built afireto dry out, but the horses arrived earlier than
expected. We returned to the Margrave's Arms at a spirited gallop.

| barely had time to make mysdlf presentable. The civic fathers had begun arriving— merchants, nobles,
and priests, led by the burgomaster himself. At least thirty men and afew greet ladies assembled in the
main hall, sat down, and waited to hear their host's pleasure. It does help to be somebody's brother! The
hotel staff were jumping around like frogs.

Muny introduced me and left meto it. Fedling asif | had been beaten by professiond torturersfor forty
days and forty nights without respite, | began to recount the tale of the oracle.

Muny had heard it before, so he wandered off to the side. He was probably itching for some devilment to
occupy him for the next hour. If that was hisintention, he succeeded admirably. Now | must rely on his
own account, told to me later.

An dderly matron came tottering in, carrying an obvioudy heavy bag. The entire staff, as| said, had been
thrown into a panic by the invasion of wealth and power— not aporter in sight.

Drawn by aninfdlibleinstinct for trouble, Muny bowed and said, "May | be of assstance, maam?"

The old lady hesitated, looked around helplesdy, and then muttered something about finding someoneto
carry her baggage up to her room.

Muny took it from her without aword and offered hisarm.
They went up the stairs together.

When they reached her door, she unlocked it and said, "Just lay it on the bed, if you would be so kind,
young man."

As Muny was depositing the bundle on the bed, he heard the bolt click. He turned around to seethe
woman gtripping off her clothes. She was then revedled, he assured me, asbeing at least fifty years
younger than he would have thought possible, and avery striking example of nubile femdeinto the
bargain.

Ever willing, he bowed. "Isthere any other service | may perform for you, lady?"

Shewas 4till in front of the door. "I am about to scream,” she said calmly. ™Y ou forced your way in here
and attempted to rape me."

"I don't remember having that intention, maam, but now that you suggest it, | will admit that the idea has
merit.”

Knowing Muny, | am certain he remained quite cam, and | expect that his calmness disconcerted her.



She must have known he was amember of a powerful and highly respected family. She must have
known that al the civic dignitaries of Gilderburg were assembled downstairs— but she had not carried
her research far enough. Scandal was never one of the Waldgrave'sworries.

"| shall scream!” sherepeated. Y our wife—"

"What wife?' Muny must be one of the fastest men aive. He threw apillow at her. She deflected it, of
course, but then he was on her, muffling her face with another pillow. He dragged her over to the bed
and tied her up with stripstorn from the sheets. Don't ask me how two hands can achieve that without
thevictim letting rip. Muny isMuny. Even for him, it must have been quiteatusde.

Whether he did actualy carry on and rape her then, he never told me and | did not ask. It would have
been no more than her due, but underneath his deviltry, Muny has a curious stresk of gdlantry. Heiswild
and violent, but not sadigtic. It would have spoiled the joke not to, though, so who knows?

| do know that, down inthe hdl, | had just reached the climax of my story when Waldgrave Munster
cametrotting down the stairswith anaked girl over his shoulder, bound and gagged. L ean, dlegant, and
untroubled, he carried her acrossthe hall to the door, set her down gently on the steps outside, and came
back in, wiping his hands.

The assembly of civic notables broke up in anear riot. Muny and his mistress and | were run out of town.
It was weeks before | dared sneak back into Gilderburg to pursue my inquiriesin the taverns and
brothels.

Thelast timel saw Waldgrave Mungter, he was heading off home to some big family reunion,
accompanied by apet ape he had stolen from acircus.

30: The Last Judgement

"What are you implying?" the merchant roared. His face had darkened to about the color of ripe
grapes, his knuckles showed white on the arms of his chair. Helooked ready to legp a me.

"I'm not implying anything, Y our Honor. | report facts and leave implicationsto my listeners imaginations.
Oh, by theway, Gwill. Y ou mentioned earlier that you were lured into an dley in Gilderburg. .."

Gwill had aready thought of that. He was staring very hard at the actress. By now everyone was, of
course, but his stare held dangerous overtones.

Marlawas a paradigm of composure, hands crossed demurely on her Igp. She endured our suspicion
with the bravado of the professiona she was. One hasto admire brasswhen it iswell polished.

"Your voice" Gwill sad. "Your voice! | wondered where | had heard it before! And not just inthe
Vevet Stable, either!”

"l have no ideawhat you're talking about, any of you,” Marlasaid sedately. She turned to her husband.
"Can we go to bed now, dearet?'

"So therewasn't agang!" Gwill shouted. "Just you! Y ou had acane! My father'slutel”

The merchant roared, drowning him out. "Y ou are talking about Gilderburg, not Schlosbelsh, both of
you! We don't tolerate women like that in my city!"



"Oh?' | said. "Did | mention that the imposter was run out of town at the sametime Muny and | were?"

"Liesand danderd” Hewas haf out of hischair now, crouched like a human bullfrog about to strike with
itskiller tongue.

"I admit | didn't get agood look at her face, Y our Honor. But | would certainly recognize her tattoos
again. | saw themfirs inthe Vevet—"

Johein'sface went from purple to pae and then settled into asickly greenish tinge— an artifact of the
candldight, | suppose. Heturned to the actressin sick dismay. " Tattoos?"

She shrugged. "'l was saving them for asurprise.”
"Y ou were Sister Zauch? But the herddry?

"I looked it up where Tickenpepper did, | expect— in thetown-hall library below your office. Y ou redly
ought to read more, Johein."

Action! Heflalled an arm & her, toppling her back over the bench. She hung on, hauling him with her,
chair and dl. They hit the floor together in aresounding crash, with roars and screamsdl round. Vague
scraps of insult drifted up from the melee, but | can't recall any that | should care to repeat—
Volkdanderianisrich ininvective. Marlawas certainly winning that part of the battle. Would a
burgomaster even know what such words meant? Johein stopped cursing and began screaming.

It took both Captain Tiger and Fritz to separate the loving couple, lifting Johein bodily. Marlaclimbed to
her feet under her own power, looking furious and rubbing her throat. The merchant wasin much worse
shape, asif she had used awell-placed knee on him in the tusde. She was a pro; Johein was not Muny.
Gwill set the chair upright, Fritz dumped Johein back into it, where he remained, dl curled up and
whimpering. Marla glanced around to see what the rest of uswere planning. Her look at me amost set
my hair onfire.

"My father'slutel” Gwill demanded, moving closer.

Marlasmpered. "Sue us. Johein's responsible for al my debts. Isn't he, Ticklepopper baby?"

Tickenpepper looked little pleased, doubtless contempl ating the loss of an important client. He licked his
lipsand said nothing.

The actress shrugged. "Besides, mingtrel, | gave you a'specidly’ good time later, didn't 17!

The notary shuddered. Gwill blushed scarlet and turned away.

Johein moaned. | could not fed sorry for him. Whatever he said, | would never believe that his proposal
to the sweet little postulant nun had occurred before he received Tickenpepper's report. He had tried to
sted athrone and walked straight into a cesspool.

"Wel!" the dowager said, conveying volumes. "Very nestly unmasked, Master Omar! Isit dawn,
innkeeper?'



Fritz had moved around behind me and now he dammed up the bar on ashuitter. It flew open with a
blaze of sunlight and arush of cold morning air— they do have window glassin the VVolkdander, but
there is no way to convey it to a place like the Hunters Haunt. Ferns skittered across the floor. Thefire's
embers smoked, then flamed into life.

The night was over, the taleswere told.

Back to redlity.

Fritz chuckled throatily. "It ismorning! Now | get to settle with Master Omar.”

Now | would have to settle with Fritz. | confess| redly hated the prospect, milords, but | could see no
other way out. | addressed my first remarksto Master Tickenpepper, very respectfully.

"Y ou mentioned wergild last night, Counsdllor. The sum of fifty thaerswas quoted. Isit necessary to pay
incoin, or am | permitted to tender something of equal, or even gresater, value?'

Heblinked hislittle rodenty eyesat me. "If theinjured party iswilling to accept payment in kind, acourt
will not normally object, subject of course to the sovereign power being ableto exerciseitsright to
asess aroydty on such settlements, in jurisdictions where such provision gpplies.”

| decided that meant maybe.

One of Fritz'sgreat paws closed around my neck. His voice rumbled like an approaching avaanche, if an
avaanche can sound skepticd. "What exactly are you planning to tender, vagrant?'

Aslittle as possible; as much as needed.

There was no use gppedling to the merchant or hiswife. Gwill waswell disposed, but penniless. Frieda
obvioudy knew better than to intervene,

"Captain Tiger," | said, speaking alittle faster, "are you going to stand by and let this overgrown savage
indulge hisbestid ingtinct for violence?"

The soldier had remained on hisfeet by thefire, standing guard over the merchant. He shrugged. "He has
justice on hisside. Y ou brought your troubles on yoursdlf.”

Fritz began to lift. Vertebrae creaked. | grabbed the bench with both hands.

"Lady Rose-dawn! | have performed many not-inconsiderable services for your family over the years. |
now find mysalf temporarily short of ready cash and therefore presume to cast myself—"

"Take him outsde, landlord,” the old hag croaked. "The sight of blood upsets me. Especidly firgt thingin
themorning." Shedid not even look around. Such ingratitude!

The strain on my neck suggested that Fritz was about to lift me and the bench and Master Tickenpepper
al together. | had run out of dternatives.

"Vel!" | squesked. "Help!"

The pressure eased dightly— or at least stopped increasing— and even the dowager |eaned around to



peer in my direction.

"Y ou apped to Rosesicon?' the soldier growled. "I thought you had discredited that?"

"| gpped to the genuine Verl." | spoke with deep conviction, afull octave lower than my normal tones—
| suppose because my neck was significantly longer than usud. "My lady, if | deliver your daughter's god
to you, will you buy off thishomicida barbarian?

Fritz snarled and hoisted me clear into the air, tearing my grip from the bench.

"Wait aminutel" Captain Tiger said. "He has more delays than achild a bedtime! Y ou know where the
genuine Verl can befound?!

"Mmm, yeth," | whispered, having trouble being audible. Fritz was now squeezing.

"Inavault in some far-off city, of course? Many months avay?"

| tried to shake my head and wriggled like afish.

The soldier frowned in disbelief. "Thisis pogtively your last chance, Omar! Produce theidol. Her
ladyship will judge whether it isgenuine. If it is, then we shall settle your debt for you. If not, then | shall
hold our host's doublet for him."

| croaked and flailed my arms.

"Put him down amoment, Fritz."

My toestouched thefloor and | could breathe. "If you will just ook behind you, Captain. On that shelf,
presently hidden behind the hourglass? Y ou will find asmal white clay dove— not very lifelike or
beautiful, just apottery image of abird. Oneeye... Yes, that one. Blow the dust off. Now if you will just
show it to her lady—"

Doglike, Fritz snarled and shook me. "That has been there for aslong as—" He fell sllent. Frieda had
risen and was staring at both of us. Her fair cheeks were considerably paer than usud.

"Itid" the dowager cried, holding the figurine dmost at the end of her nose. "Holy Verl!"

Fritz released me and | flopped like a dropped chemise.

"Fifty thaersfor your trinket, landlord?’ Captain Tiger inquired dryly.

"Captain..." Fritz stepped around the bench and went to Frieda, but whether to comfort her, or to be
comforted, | could not tell. "It isonly an old family keepsake. Of no value at dl. Take it and welcome. |
don't know what trickery this ragpicker is up to now—"

Alad | should have left the matter there, but | always take offense at being called aragpicker.

"It isthe genuine Verl, you bone-brained lummox. It proves that Sweet-rose passed thisway. Beyond

the Grimm Ranges, the oracle said, and thisis confirmation. | wish I had known about it this summer, or
about the birthmark—"



"Birthmark?' Frieda snapped. "What birthmark?"

Both she and Fritz had been out of the room when that was mentioned. "Heidi has one, but | presume not
the correct shape, Captain?'

"No, and totally thewrong location, | understand.” The soldier smiled.

"Well, that concludesthe night'sbusiness” | said cheerfully. "As| am now officidly aguest, my good
man, you may bring me the breskfast menu right away."

"What birthmark?' Frieda demanded again.
"Also, my own clothes should be dry by now..."

Captain Tiger frowned suspicioudy in my direction. " Sweet-rose bore a birthmark in the shape of arose,
over her heart."

Oh, how | wished he hadn't mentioned that!

More hindered than helped by his sster's hasty effortsto assst him, Fritz was aready unbuttoning his
doublet.

31: Thelnnkeeper'sTale

"It'snot asif hewas afoundling or something!" Friedawas Sitting next to me, gpparently unconcerned
by my arm around her. "It doesn't make any sense!”

Fritz now occupied the chair to the I eft of the fireplace, the place of honor. His doublet was till open, the
red mark just visible under dl the chest hair.

Burgomaster Johein had gone limping up to bed, hunched over in pain, abroken, ruined man. The
dowager sniffled into alace handkerchief, being comforted by Captain Tiger. Marlawas still on her feet,
hovering in the background. Gwill and Tickenpepper sat in bemused silence.

The candles had blown out. With sunlight streaming in through asingle window, the room seemed darker
than it had in the night. Shadows lurked everywhere. | had the vagudly dizzy feding that comesfrom a
night without deep.

"It makes sensetome,” | said. " Although there are afew details missing.”

Frieda had described her parents for us. She had even produced a sketch of them, made by some
wandering artist in return for ameal. They had been a handsome couple, but solid V olkdander peasant
stock, emphatically not Sweet-rose and Zig.

The clay dovelay in Fritz's great hands. He was staring at it in bewilderment, and so far he had not
spoken aword since the dowager knelt to him. If | redly tried, | thought | could find aresemblance to
Zig there somewhere— something about the mouth, perhaps? With alittle more effort, | could even seea
likenessto Ven, amuch younger Ven than | had ever known— Ven's statues, | mean, of course. Ven
died amost two hundred years ago, didn't he?

Then Fritz looked up and scowled at me.



"If thisisanother of your deazy tricks, storytdller, then | am going to break your neck and stamp you into
thedush.”

"No tricks. | had no intention of deeding you akingdom in exchange for your flea-bitten mongrel. Have
you never heard voicesin thisroom?”

"No, | have not!" The scowl becameafuriousglare.

"Y ou don't have to shout about it. Sure? Never wondered who kept your inn safe from brigands? Well,
you can find out soon enough. Take Verl off where we can't overhear you. She will spesk to you, |
promise.”

Heset hisbig jaw.

"Humor him," the soldier said. "Wedl want to know."

Heroserductantly. "Captain, will you see he doesn't stedl anything while | am gone?”

“Thet | will, lad. Sire, | mean.”

Fritz snorted disbdievingly. Still holding thetiny clay bird asif it were an egg, he Samped over to the
door. Thewind dammed it behind him. His shadow passed the window. For amoment we waited, then
we heard hisvoice rumblein the distance. Nothing el se except water dripping from the eaves and the
windinthetrees... or wasthere afaint cooing of doves, aso?

"Still thawing," | told the sillence. "Y ou will try the passtoday, Captain?'

"l suppose so. We should leave as soon as possible, aslong as the weather holds.” The soldier looked to
Frieda. "But will your brother consent to leave theinn?’

Now there was agtartling thought! Might Fritz refuse the summons?

"Dependswhat the god istdling him right now," | sad. "If you catch aship from the Windands. .. but
you can't get through the passesto Hool before spring, anyway. | don't suppose the kingdom will accept
him until he has been authenticated by the oracle.”

Tiger glanced a the dowager and then smiled. "Her ladyship'sword will carry weight, | imagine.”

"Kraw will verify him for thefamilies” she mumbled into her handkerchief.

"That'strue, | suppose. And helookslike aking!"

Hedid? Well, hewas certainly big enough— king size.

"He looks marvelous!" the dowager snapped, suddenly more her old self. "A wonderful king, and such a
wonderful grandson!™

Poor Fritz.

"But what about theinn?' The soldier turned to Friedaagain.



"Theresaman in Gilderberg wanted to buy it last year, Sr, when our parents... Master Tickenpepper,
could you... er, are you going on south, Sir, or are you going home again?'

The notary mumbled, flustered.

"He's going home," Marlainterposed. "I'm sure Johein haslogt dl interest in visiting Holy Hool." She
laughed.

"Soam I!" Gwill said, agleamin hiseye. "Going north, | mean. | need an atorney to lay charges of, e,
battery and theft, | suppose. Areyou il retained by the burgomaster, Notary, or can you take on
another dlient?"

"l shdl need to confirm my statuswith hishonor, Master Gwill. If | cannot act on your behaf mysdlf, |
can recommend others who can.”

"An open-and-shut case?'
"No, | wouldn't say that."

"What he means, Tanglepooper,” Marlasaid, "isthat Johein and | will do anything a al to sop him from
going to Schloshbel sh and spreading stories. Isn't that right, minstrel ?"

"Something aong those lines, mistress.”

Marlalaughed. "How much to shut your mouth?'

"Nameafigure"

"That's up to my dear hubby. How about that gold chain he wears?*

Gwill blinked. "I believe that would persuade me to continue my journey south.”
"And Say there?'

"Certainly.”

"I'll go and talk to old Moneybags, then." She sauntered over to the Saircase. "If he provesdifficult, I'll
show him atattoo or two." Shewent up, sniggering a her own wit.

Gwill and I exchanged pleased grins. Even Friedaand the soldier were amused. Our fat friend had
married alot more than he expected, and he was obvioudy going to stay married.

Then Fritz's shadow passed the window again.

He cameinwith theair of aman who hasjust suffered a stunning shock. It takes an outstanding liar to
fakepdlor. It isn't even easy to make your hands shake convincingly, or shuffle acrossthefloor asif you
had an invisible sack of meal on your shoulders. Make that two sacksin his case. Three, maybe. So |
don't think he was lying in what followed.

Helaid the figurine back on the shelf, hesitated, bowed his head to it for amoment. Then heturned



around dowly and looked us over. There weretearsin his eyes, but that might have been from the wind.
His blond coloring made him seem younger than hisyears; had he not been so huge, he would have
looked like amere boy.

"Omar... We are more than quits. | withdraw al thethings| said.”

"Don't bother, Sire. Most of them werewel| deserved.”

A satisfying trace of the old Fritzian glare returned. "Very well, | won't. | till want to break your neck,
but I'll try not to. She spoketo me."

Wewaited.
He shrugged. "Frieda... Werenot... | was adopted. They never told me."

"Or me." She pulled away from my arm and went to him. They hugged. He kept her by him and
addressed us again.

"l am the son of Siegfried of Holtzenwold and Lady Sweet-rose of Verl."

"Out withit!" | cried. "What's the sory?*

"Sire?' Fritz said menacingly.

"I beg your pardon, your Mgesty! Sire, of course.”

"Better! Shetold me this much: They were coming north to the Volkdander. My father had family here.
True-vaor was till with them— her loya servant, hisfriend. Their party was caught in an avalanche.
True-vaor fought loose, then he and some of the others began digging. They found the baby, me. He
decided to go for help and take me with him lest | freeze to degth in the ssorm. He reached thisinn.”
Frieda: "And Mother took the baby?"

"Yes. And Verl was bundled up with me, of course. There was no help to be had here, no guestsin
residence. It was the very night you were born. Father would not leave hiswife and new child
unattended, understandably. True-valor went back aone. He was caught in another avalanche.”

For awhile there was only thewind in the trees and the drip of water...

"My daughter died, dso?' The dowager's voice was barely awhisper.

Fritz took amoment to answer. "No. She and Siegfried were dug out and went south again with the
others. In the spring, they came north by another pass, having given me up for logt."

"Sheisdill dive?’
"Verl told meto tell you that Sweet-rose found happiness and you are to search no more.”
Holtzenwold was one place | had missed in the summer. | wondered why.

" She had more sons? Daughters?”’



"Thet isdl | am permitted to say, my lady!"

Obvioudy the god had told Fritz more, much more. He spoke softly, but aready he seemed to have
taken on someroya authority. The old woman shrank back in her chair and was silent. If Fritz's mother
was gtill aive, with a husband and near-grown children, she would have little desire to drag hersdlf back
to the land of her birth. Sweet-rose had aways known her own mind, and | could assume that her god
knew it equally well.

"| wastold to accompany you to Verliaand promised that in the spring, Hool will acknowledge me as
rightful king of thereddm.” Fritz |looked down at his adoptive Sster in wonder. "We must just abandon the
inn, dear, | suppose. It seemswrong, but we have a kingdom now."

"Oh, no!" Frieda pulled free from hisarm. "Mother and Father would not approve of that! And besides,
suppose Hool regectsyou? | shal wait here until | receive an officid summonsto your coronation.”

"l can't leave you done herel”
She laughed shakily. "It'smy inn, not yours! Y our kingdom, not mine."

"Y ou will dways be welcome, and you will dwaysbe my sster. Lady Friedal | shall deed you aroyd
edatel"

"No, you won't! | shdl stay in the background and choose a suitable wife for you. | shal stop you being
pestered by dl the beautiful gold-digging paace ladies.”

He chuckled. "WEell see about that! Meanwhile, we are fill dutiful hosts. We must offer our guests
breakfast.”

"Kingsdon't wait on people!” Friedasaid sharply. "Y ou go and pack. Omar will help me, won't you,
Omar?'

| felt atwinge of deight. "I should loveto assist you, beloved! My specidty is sautéed haunch of camel
with damsons”

"Can you fry eggs? Come adong. Go and pack, your Mgesty!"

"What do | have worth packing?' he asked, smiling. The smile wasthin, though. Either the sky and dl the
gars had just fallen on the innkeeper, or he had just embarked on avery large deception.

Later | watched them dl depart, standing at the door with my arm around lovely Frieda. | had promised
to remain and help her run the inn until we heard from Verlia. Snowy peaks towered over the forested
valley, gleaming under a blue sky. But mountain weather can change in minutes. With any luck, we should
be stormbound for weeks a atime, just the two of us. | was looking forward to that.

Burgomaster Johein and Mistress Marlarode away to the north, with Master Tickenpepper following at
arespectful distance on his pdfrey. | heard Marlas voice lecturing until they were mere specks on the
scenery.

Captain Tiger drove the carriage off dong the southward trail, bearing Lady Rose-dawn and Rosalind,
her maid. With them, aso, went a certain clay pigeon and Minstrel Gwill, resplendently bedecked ina



chain of solid gold links, plus Fritz of Verl, rightwise born king of Verlia

When silence returned to the valey, | planted akiss on Friedasfair cheek.

"Just think," | said. "His descendants will rule forever! An awesome conception!™

"And | suppose you will drop in on them in future centuries and tell them tales of their forbears?"

| frowned at the unseemly shadow of doubt on her lovely face. " Just because | have been around along
time does not mean | shall be around forever."

"And we have only your word for how long you have been around, haven't we? Do | really want to be
friends with aman who is thousands of years old?'

"Thereisno subgtitute for experience. Shall | demonstrate?”

"Not just now." Shetried to pull free of my arm, without success.

| nibbled her ear. "'l hope Fritz keeps a proper respect for the bird. Sheisahard deity to serve. His
ancestors, Jussand Ven, learned that, and their mother White-thorn, also. His uncle Star-seeker
discovered the truth the hard way. She is a dangerous dove.”

"Apparently. Why would the god have brought such disaster on the royd family?"

"I told you | never speculate on the minds of gods. But perhaps she had made amistake. Sea-jewd, for
example. Her son Just-blade was a poor king, and Star-seeker seemed fated to be worse. So Verl may
have wanted to introduce new blood. Or perhaps she had grown bored, after acentury shut upina
palace, and wanted to go adventuring again, as she had with me. She must have enjoyed her vacationin
the Hunters Haunt."

Frieda snorted, a very unattractive sound. "Y ou have answers for everything, don't you?"

Again | was piqued. "What does that mean?"

"| redlize that the dove was hidden behind the hourglass. Y ou didn't by any chance go snooping this
spring, did you? And find it then?"

"Lady Rose-dawn identified her asthe genuine Verl," | protested, hurt by thislack of confidence. "Do
you think | would have wasted my entire summer skulking around the northern marches had | known that
what | sought was here at the inn? And there is the birthmark."

"When you broke into the stable and Fritz caught you at it— he had his shirt off, as | recal?"

"I did not know that birthmarks were important then! | remind you that it was Lady Rose-dawn who
brought up the subject of birthmarks. She identified that, too."

"That old witch can't see her hand in front of her nose."

"Frieda, my lovel" | wailed. "Are you saying that your brother isan imposter? That he was lying when he
said the god spoke to him? How can he possibly hope to deceive Holy Hool 7"



She sighed. "I don't know! Hool may decide to make the best of it. Even gods have to improvise
sometimes, | suppose. Given such an opportunity, Fritz would be afool not to try it, wouldn't he?"

| Sighed at her lack of trust— it was very unbecoming in one so young and innocent. "It has been avery
long night, my delicious edeweiss blossom! Why don't we creep upstairsto bed?”

"Bed! ?'

"Why not? The saintly Osmosis of Sooth taught the faithful that there are many kinds of love, and you
should aways take what you can get."

"Sigerly affection ismy specidty. Omar, the cows have to be milked right away, and you must fetch
water from the well so | can do the dishes. Thereiswood to be chopped, floorsto clean, butter to churn,
meal to grind, stablesto muck out, a pig to be daughtered, skinned, and dressed, bacon to smoke,
chickensto feed, horses to groom, and malt to brew. | need wood and water brought to the copper and
the laundry must be hung out."

| howled until the echoes howled in sympathy. "But by thetime | have done atenth of that, then there will
be more guestsarriving!"

"A hotelier'swork is never done. Why do you think my parents never had time to produce more than one
child? Start with the cows."

There's the story, milordsl—the innkeeper's tale. Not an untrue word. That's how | came to the Hunters
Haunt. | pray you to observe that our tariff is till quoted in Gilderburg thalers. Now, may | pour you
some more of our celebrated mulled ale?

POSTSCRIPT

Thetae of the wonder horse Twak is based on the story of Clever Hans, ahorse in Germany who
exhibited the same ahilities. | wouldn't want you to think | madeit up.



