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At that time we were living in Canton, my daugh-ter and |, inwhat is said to be the largest port in the
world. The Carttoners judtify this, dam by equeting the Harbor with the entire country. Conddering the
shape of the land and water (mosily water) that makes up Canton, | will give them no argument. We
were resding a the medicd college, where | was trandating manuscripts and she was pretending not to
teach, when | read, in a newspaper that King Ru-dof of Velonya was dead.

| remember | was in a coffee shop, and the paper | was reading (I have good vison for my age) was
not mine, but belonged to my neighbor to the left. There was some amdl disagreement about the
pos-session of the paper, which in my astonishment and shock | did not notice. When | became aware of
my-sdf again, | was halding the owner, of the paper with his hand locked behind his back in violaion of
both his rights and his dignity. | remedied both of these dights with money, for the Cantoners have a very
commercid sense of honor, and | took the paper out-side.

| sat on a box, | think, and | am farly certain there was a ship unloading only a hundred feet away,
across the stone paving of Wharf Promenade. There were cries in the ar: salors or birds, | don't
re-member.

It was as though this news had ripped me out from the fabric of my life and set me down once more
in a place of perfect quiet, perfect misery—ears ringing, sun too bright. 1 knew this place wdl snce
Arlin's death.

The aticdle itsdf was short. It said the king had died in the capitd, in his bed. In his bed, it sad. |
could see that bed behind my closed eyes his fath-er’'s bed and his father’s before that, too narrow and
short for aman of Rudof s build and habits. | had been alowed to vist im of a morning in his royd rat's
nest, where hdf the covers werein abal and the other hdf on the floor. He was a man who threw darts
a the bedposts to punctuate his conversation. Whose feet poked holesin linen sheets.

My king, my fdlow student, closer than brother. | fdt the back of my head drike the bricks of the
wal, for | was rocking in place like a child with fe-ver. Huge man, quick and fiery, he had hdd my life in
his hands, forfait by law again and again, and he had let mefly free—he who could never himsdf be free.
Words like these tumbled around my head, but they were only words, not red feding. Not yet.

Dr. Kaghl found me there, | don’'t know how long after. “1 see | can bring you no news” he said.

| answered him. “Y ou can tdl meif it' strue”

The doctor sat down beside me on the crate, dl in hisfrock coat and gabardine trousers. Even at the
time | knew it a grest condescenson on his part “In over a year of running argument, Professor
Na-zhuret, we have not been able to agree upon the na-ture of truth. What now do you expect of me? |
will say | have heard it from sources other than this poor sheet.”

He cdled me “professor” because the university here had deigned to grant me an honorary degree of



Master of Arts some years since. | had no say in the matter.

Knowing better, | had to ask, “Then, thereisno chance ... 7’

“Thereis dways a chance.”

| had asked for a plaitude and had gotten one. “The news mus be two weeks old, at leadt,” |
thought aoud, and Keighl answered, “Three, | am told. The Veonyan government concealed the desth
for over aday, and then the winter winds make shipping dow.”

It took some moments for his words to form meaning in my brain. | heard the gulls they were very
loud. “The government concedled the death? | looked into the doctor’s eyes, trying to be cdm, to see
clearly. “Does rumor say who killed him?’

With this, Doctor Keighl’s figure seemed to open up, to gan movement and life, as though | had
served up for him what was the real meet of the conversation.

“Of coursg, it is bandied about that the Old Ve-lonyan faction did it.”

“How? The paper gave no hint.”

“Poison,” said the doctor diffidently.

Poison could be arending agony, or a mere fdling adeep. Which had occurred meant a lot to me. |
asked him what poison, and the question caused surprise. “1 wouldn't know,” he said. “But | would bet
money that it was the queen’s party that did it.”

| dghed, thinking that Navvie mugt be told. | hoped she did not know aready, had not heard
off-handedly, as | had. “IsT'tit curious,” | said to the doctor, snce he seemed so interested in the matter,
“that it should be cdled the Old Vedonyan Party, when the queen is not a Velonyan of any sort, old or

Then, with great sobriety, Doctor Keighl asked mewhat | planned to do in response to this atrocious
deed. | glared a himin darm. “Do! What on earth can | do, my dear doctor? Throw the government of
Vdonyainto prison as a whole? Cut them to ribbons individudly? What?’

Thelook of expectation on his moderate, ovad Cantoner face did not fade. “I don’'t know. But | have
heard about you. So much about you.”

| was looking at my hands, which were clasped in front of me. Smdler hands than average, with skin
dightly loosened by fifty-live years of life. | showed him those hands, as though they would communi-cate
something to the man, and then | gave up on saf composure and ran off to find my daughter.

Canton isan easy town to run in, as dl the Streets are even and wide. There is poverty here, but not
asmuch as dsawhere. There is aristocracy here, but it does not get in the burghers way. Most notably,
Canton is dean. Though the colors of its flag stand for water, its true banner should represent a
win-dowbox of flowers. When its dtizens curse (as they cursed me smashing through them dong the
Streets), they do it with moderation and without origindity. | passed dong Provot Street, which was dl
ware-houses, and across the Mariner’s Park and the Old Mariner’s Shelter, where one fdlow passed a
witty comment concerning the Sght of a man my age pumping his short legs so energeticaly. (He, like me,
aforegner.)

The universty has alarge brick gate with no wal but only a short hedge surrounding it. Because the
gate was clogged with dons in uniform, | did not attempt it but leaped the roses. Here the response was
more outraged and less witty, because univer-gty ingructors tend to regard their inditution with the
sobriety others reserve for cemeteries. | seem to be miking thiswhole incident into a joke, and | can-not
say why. By thistime | wasin pain enough,

The lecture hdls were closed for the midday med, so | ran on to the herb museum, where Nahvah
hed employment “aranging” the exhibits. In truth, her job was to take alarge library of specimens, which
over the years had been labded and glassed by the methods of superdtition and pure chance, and to
meatch the correct plant to its Allec and vernacular names. Among my daughter’s gifts is a power of
memoary.

She was not in the display hdll; few students were. | found her in the less impressive but more ussful
drying houses on the building sflat roof. She was seated on a smple wooden chair, her hands in her lgp
and her feet folded under her sKkirts. | had not succeeded infinding her fird.

“l am so sorry, Papa,” she sdd. By her voice she had been crying. She was not crying now. “I know



how you mugt hurt.”

The amdl of the fresh herbs around us was intox-icating. There was anise and coriander seed, giving
afedtive, sweet-biscuit note to the air, and beneath that odor something of the feding of the forest floor in
autumn. | kndlt beside the chair to look at her closdy. “But you, little academician. You are dl right?’

Nawvi€'s har is black and thick and her eyelashes so profuse as to make her eyes seem smudged.
Set within these ovas of darkness are eyes of a blue as pae as my own. Her glance is like clear sky
glimpsad through black weather. My own mother | saw only once that | remember, and that time was in
adream of some sort. Y et Nahvah looks remark-ably like that dream-image, even to her littleness.

“l am reasonably dl right,” she said. “But—

though he was your friend, Papa, he was my own godfather. | knew hm dl my life”

Godfeathers can be important relations, or trivial ones. Rudof took his godfatherhood very serioudy.
We had many arguments over the matter of gifts Sometimes | won, but there was a closet of rich dresses
a the statehouse in Veonya that Navvie wore only to vigt the king. They embarrassed her. She would
not have to wear them again.

| sat at her feet, my chin on my knees, dightly faint from the odor of the herbs and the exhaudtion of
sorrow. From this levd | could see tha Navvie was wearing her pigol in her waistband. Usudly she
duffed it in her purse.

“Hetold meto cdl hm‘uncle’ | was Sx years old, but dready | knew that was dangerous, because
the other children in the court grew jedlous.”

“Children were not exactly the problem, but you were right, dear. It was dangerous.”

“So | never cdled him that when there were other people in the room, and he didn’t correct me. So
he must have known, too. Thet it was't a good idea. After ayear or so, | pretended to forget.”

“So did he” | answered her, though Rudof had never told me of this “But he would have liked to
have a daughter. Or a son that loved him.”

Nawie sghed and her hand sought out the pistol’s butt. “I think he was easer to love as a
godfa-ther than, he would have been as afather. So. What are we to do now?’

It was Arlin's gift to change mood so smoathly from the painful to the practica that my mind would
sumble, trying to keep up. Navvie has taken on a lot of her mother’s traits, now thet she is grown. |
dill—stumble to keep up.—

| pointed at the pistal. “Do you think Rudofs death affects our security, girl? Down herein Can-ton?’

“There is no security,” she replied, quoting Powl, whom she can bardly remember. “Not anywhere
on this earth. But | am carrying this because the new barrd is promised for today. | am to be at the
gmith’ s this afternoon.”

As| stood up | dipped the pistal away from her and looked it over. “Were you planning to exchange
the barrels with a shot in the chamber?’

Navvie put out her hand and | gave the thing back to her. “I’'m not saying you're wrong, Nawvie. If
the day fedslike that to you, keep the pistol loaded. My own fedings are too discorded for use.”

We took our midday a one of Canton’'s coffee and pastry shops, which are far superior to the inns
of my home, except that they serve a bad beer., Until Navvie mentioned the fact, | did not notice | had
not eaten my dinner a dl. | remember being amazed at this, and wondering whether somehow the waiter
had changed my plate for a joke. | wrapped the pie in a clean handkerchief, and if | recdl correctly,
threw it out two days later when | encountered it in my coat pocket.

The day’s inatia took us to the amithy afterward. Gunamithery is another aspect in which Canton
leaves the North behind.

| am old enough to have no feding for guns. The two-man harquebus of my youth was as like to
blow off the head of the widlder as tha of his opponent. And also, back a Sordding School, we were
taught a gun was no weapon for an officer, let done gentry or knight. But the rough tools of my youth
bear little resemblance to Nawvi€' s pigtals.

She has had dways an dfinity for powder-weapons, which she got neither from Arlin nor my-sdf.
Perhapsit is her dightness and lack of reach that makes a, pistol more gppedling to Nawvie than a sword,



or brawling hand-to-hand. Perhaps the noise, speed, and violence of the things make a bal-ance with the
labor and compassion she exerts in her medicd work. She hersdf says it is only the future catching up
with us, and | try to caich up with Nav-vie as she dudies with one gunmaker after another. Four
countries’ worth, so far.

The state of the craft in Canton was formidable. From J. Sninden of the Parade Wharf came the firgt
pistols of standardized bore caliber, and the first presses that created leads that would fit them.

It was to Sninden’s we went now, but what Nav-vie had in mind was a few steps in advance of the
common pistol.

She had seen a wegpon in Bologhini that could be loaded, like a fine cannon, from the rear of the
bar—rel. This would add rgpidity to the firing and make it possible for the user to see his packing
directly, we were told. It did not work; in fact, the barrel-dide flew farther than the bullet and in a very
dif-ferent direction. Nonetheless, the idea stole my daughter’s fancy, and she had been thinking about it
for two years. In an attempt to prolong her life, so had |.

The workshop smdled so of burned powder that it reminded me of a battlefield, and the tragedy of
the day made that association more vivid. Navvie had never seen a battlefield, though, and she had the
reslience of youth, so she strode across the room with anticipation, kicking her long skirts with every
step.

“Jonshen, did you do it? Is it ready?’

Jonshen Sninden is half-deaf, for obvious reasons, but like many another he could hear what he
wanted to hear. He came out of the back room, his hands blackened and his lesther apron brightened
with shavings of stedl.

“l didn't know if you'd be here, little girl,” he said, and then he saw me and bowed, touching his
forehead as though | were somebody. “Yes, | have a barrd to try, and it fits your daddy’s dug-casket.
No more than thet can | say.”

My “dug-casket” was amply a barrel within the barrdl to direct the exploson forward and away
from the opening on the top and back, so near to the shooter’s (my daughter’s) face. It hdd the powder
and the wad and was topped with the pellet. It was to be made of sted, but | had no tools that would
bore sed and no fire to mdt sted, so the experi-mentd type was of brass. Despite the fact that the
presence of the casng meant the volume of powder and weght of shot had to be smdl, my own
hand-iwork terrified me, and | was glad to see that Snin-den had set up a vise to hold the butt of the
pistol, and a target backed by a sandbox to receive the pel-let. At my encouragement, he added bags of
sand around the barrel and a gring, the latter to pull the trigger at a distance. | think both Sninden and
Nav-vie thought me a spoilsport.

We stood in the doorway to the room behind, and had | my way, we would have closed the door
and run the gtring through the keyhole.

Sninden offered the pull to Nawvie, as she was indigator of this experiment, but she told him she was
not attached to the moment, and | heard foot-steps coming up the stairs behind us as he pulled the sring.

The reverberation was sharper than | expected, and accompanied by the thunk of the lead into the
target and a short screech from the tal, well-dressed man behind us. He recovered himsdf. “Doctor
Na-zhuret?’

The gunamith and my daughter deserted me. “Mr. Kavenen,” | said, to be difficult. “The doc-torate is
honorary.”

He had recovered himsdf. He sniffed around ap-preciatively as he crossed the room to me
“Powder. What a masculine smdl. Wel, need we be srangers to honor, Mister Doctor Nazhuret
Kavenen?' He was very tdl, and enjoyed standing close.

Feding even more difficult now, | wanted to tdl him that only the name Timet went with the name
Kavenen, whereas “Nazhuret” was fitted with the suffix “ad Nahvah: aminsanaur.” | escaped meking
mysdf such a fool, for | recognized the gentleman. He was Lord Damish: aristocrat functionary of the
burgher-driven Cantoner Council. | had hung over tha coundil in the vistor's gdlery, where every
hu-man being had the right to watch proceedings, and heard the seventy-sx councilors in thar fla,
Can-toner voices debate ther infinite question of tariffs. The house of Damish is like the skin of the



totemic lion: powerless but kept around to flourish when red authority lacks color.

“My lord, what can | do for you?’ | asked, to cut through the politesse. | wanted to be Ieft done
today. | wanted to see what the exploson had done. | feared Sninden and my daughter would be carried
away by enthusasm and do it again, thistime with-out me.

He bowed, leaning over my head. “1 come to offer you the sympathies of the state, Sir. In your loss”

| dmogt laughed at the idea of a state having sym-pathies. Most nations seem to have only the most
Hfish of emoations, and Canton had none a dl, only rates and tariffs | asked the man how he had
chosen me for his condolences, and he said, “It's common knowledge you were one of King Rudof’s
dosest friends. That you knew him from school.”

“No, | didn't,” | answered, and | crooked a finger for him to falow me into the dim, armored room
where Sninden and Nahvah were bent over the bar-rel of the breechloader.

“It worked splendidly,” said the gunamith.

“We can't get the cadang out now,” added Nawvie, who has no more courtesy than | have. “I'm
working on it with a pry.”

| approached the sted barrd and fdt it. | put my hand on the flange of brass at the bottom of the
dug-casket.

“Waich, Papa. It's ill hot,” she said, and | re-turned that | believed her. 1 blew down the barrd,
foroefully, getting afaceful of gink and aily dirt, and | heard her say the thing was coming out.

The little casng looked sound, except for the dis-coloration where the primer had struck powder and
the smears of brightness where it had been forced from the barrel.

Shinden was magnificent at ignoring the lordship in his gdlery. “The idea is sound, girl. Only the
dug-casket needs to be reduced in Sze atrifle”

“Then it won't block the backfire, and well be where we started, with blown breeches and split
bar-rels”

The council lord plucked my deeve and | was led again into the display room. “You subject your
daughter to that stench and noise, Sr?” He was ready to make a joke about it. A friendly joke.

“No, | abhor guns. She subjects me” | answered, and once again | asked the state’'s man—the
dady man—what he wanted of me.

Lord Damish stared a me a long moment and then asked very planly what | was planning to do
about the death of King Rudof.

| had resented the man’s, atificidity, but | re-sented more his pointed honesty. “He is dead, I'm
told,” | answered, “and it's too late to do’ anything at dl about it.”

Dead. “If itis dead, then it had better pass out,” had said Arlin, about a miscarriage. Arlin, too, was
dead. Could one word stop so much?

“Are you planning to return home?’

| told him | had no plans. That was true enough. | might have as perfectly told him that | had no
home.

“l ask because Canton is concerned. Canton is con-cerned because Lowcanton is concerned. It's
not vul-gar curiodty on my part.”

| shrugged. “I'm sureit is nothing vulgar, on any-one's part but, my lord, | dill have no plans”

Thetdl lord sghed. “1 obvioudy came too soon. Please send for me when you have thought.” He
saked the length of the room and then bowed. “Duke Timet.” Then he bowed again. “Arninsan-aur.” |
heard him going down the Stairs.

Navwvie was a my back, as was Sninden. “Papa, you have more sets of names than anyone | know.”

“He cartanly put mein my place with them,” | said, and S ‘linden dropped the cooled brass casing
inmy hand.

That evening the port of Canton was more beautiful than | had ever seen it. The quiet water, deep
enough not to be muddied by traffic, lapped at the multitude of piers. The wavelets were bright and the
piers were black, in a pattern like winter branches againg the sky. The red sky was washed in flesh
colors pink, ivory, and sallow, and someone hidden was playing, a reed box with tinny, londy sounds. |
sat on the upper floor balcony of our little house, hafway between grief and sulking, for there was nothing



inthis landscape to remind me of my dead friend and king, and it seemed unfar to have no tools for my
mourning.

Lights came on in the streets below, because Can-ton is too busy to close down a sunsg; its
commerce goes daily until exhaugtion.

It seemed to me | had never given Rudof hdf enough in recompense for dl he had done for me. |
remembered dl the times | had paraded my refusd of the smplest duties a subject owes hisking. | would
not war for him; | would not accept his au-thority over me nor the authority he wished me to take up
over others. What was it | had said to my king, on our fird medting, on the southern marches of
Zaguashlon? “Let us not stop here like fools dis-cussng my accent ...”

Why was | dill dive and free after dl that? He had been known as atouchy man. A redhead.

His only surviving son was a redhead aso, and the boy had never appreciated my qudities. The boy
was now a man: the king of Velonya. | was not entirdy unhgopy to be away from Vdonya as he
as-cended the throne.

Navvie was sanding at the bacony with me. Her hands gripped the baustrade and she dlowed her
feet to swing between the uprights. There were green gains on her fingers and she bore a amdl of
crushed grass. “I don't know if theraling issafe,” | said.

“It will hold my weight,” she answered, with the complacency of the very samdl. “Or do you think |
should be acting my age?’

Thiswas so ridiculous | didn’'t respond. Nothing | have taught Nahvah has had anything to do with
acting one€'s age.

“By my age,” she continued dreamily, looking at the thirty-foot drop beneath her, “1 am redly a
hope-less old spingter.”

My daughter is twenty-seven, though she looks fourteen. | asked her if she even knew how to spin,
with the idean she would turn—a toe-pirouette on the wooden dats and then laugh, and maybe then |
could laugh, too. But Navvie did not give me that laugh. She just shook her head. “No. Mother did not
remember how, so she could not teach me. Unless you mean soinning a blade.”

“Still, that's aform, of spinning. | suppose you qudify as a spinster—and will even if you marry.”

“Marriage does’t run in my family,” Nawie said camly. “Nether my mother nor my father ever
mar-ried.

“Thet was just ajoke,” she added, after Saring at my face. “Please, Papa. Just ajoke,”

There was very little light outdoors by now, and | l€ft the piers and the ocean for lamp-lit rooms and
dinner.

| was thinking of young Jeram as much as | was Rudof that evening, wondering what effect the
po-litica turmoail would have on his troublesome little philasophy, which the boy caled a rdigion and
which he blamed on me. Of ttimes | have wanted to hang Jeram, for his enthusasm was only matched by
his ability to miss the essence of things | did not want anyone ese to hang Jeram, though. What a
miserable shame it would be if he died for a teaching he didn’t even understand.

Navvie opened a bottle of wine. | did not know when she had purchased this luxury; | was too
de-pressed at the moment to ask. In retrospect | guess she had the bottle ready to celebrate the success
of her breech pistol, and instead it went to help us drown the sorrow of Rudof’s death.

Nawvie' s mother used to while away the time put-ting dagger holesin rented furniture. Navvie hersdf
adways leaves thingsin better condition than when she found them. Our souls come out of a grab bag, |
think, and our parents have limited power to en-dow or influence. Tonight Navvie seemed to be mending
and freshening clothes. | watched her, scarcely seeing.

“The church, Papa? Is tha what's bothering you? Y our expression is more peeved than grieved.”

“Rudof has certainly peeved me as wdl as grieved me, child. But you're right. | am wondering
whether your friend Jeram’ s slliness has gotten him into find trouble.”

Navvie Sghed a me as | often have Sghed & her. Or her mother & both of us “It isn't far to blame
Jeram on me, Zhurrie, just because we are both of an age. It's you he reveres. Besdes’—she stacked
three folded blouses and pounded the pile flat-“* The Bdly of the Wolf'” is not entirdly dSlly. If he hasn't
understood your practice very well, you haven't spent much time teaching him.”



| protested that | hadn’t wanted to teach him at dl. It had not seemed appropriate. “But he refused to
undergand that. He broadcasts his own lessons like grass seed, come stone or soil. And he did not
hestate to set himsdf up as a teacher before anyone complimented him on his wisdom.”

Nawviefindly gave me the giggle | wanted. “Oh, poor man, if he had to wait for compliments, he'd
be tripping on his beard before he could start to lec-ture. He waited so long to be taken serioudy.
Especidly by you.”

The wine was bright and rough, probably produce of Canton itsdf. “I fear that the Norwess
Provincid Assembly will be taking him more serioudy than he'd like, from now on .

“.. . If the crown party leans on them,” | con-cluded, and for a moment the wine was like blood inmy
throat.

“l know,” sad Nawvie.

The lagt val of numbness ripped away, and | was no longer able to pretend this desth—this
assassi-nation—this murder had nothing to do with me, or with the people | touch. “We shdl probably
have to do something about dl this” | said. | looked at Nav-vie through the ruddy lens of the wineglass,
and | saw what she was doing.

“I know,” she said again. “That'swhy I’ ve been packing.”

It was the middle of the night when | woke, out of a dream not about Rudof but concerning Arlin,
who was explaining to me why she would not return with me on the wharfsde horsecar. It had something
to do with the weight the poor beasts could pull, I remember, and | wastdling her she had grown so thin
with the cough the horses wouldn't fed her. She hed out an omnibus card stub, saying, “One trip is dl
you get for your ticket,” and she waked out, an-kle-deep, into the sandy water. Her intrandgence made
me angry, but when | woke | was not angry but wet-eyed, and there was someone moving about on the
downgtairs floorboards.

| had given up carrying my dowhee on the over-civilized streets of Canton, but had not lost the habit
of putting it under my bed at night.

At the top of the staircase was a shape, but | knew that shape; Navvie was not the source of this
mid-night disturbance. From birth she moved without nois= an astonishment to her mother, her father,
and their teacher as wdl. She dso had the good ears of youth.

In Nawvi€' s right hand was a pistol—not the ex-perimenta weapon but a serviceable thing we kept
loaded in the closet of her room. In her left hand was one of her mother’'s beautiful, nasty throwing
knives. “There are two,” she murmured in my ear. “They are looking for the staircase.”

Incompetent. Or perhaps the intruders had not been given time by ther employers to prepare for
this—what? This kidngpping, murder? | made a quiet suggestion into Nawvi€'s ear as the firg of the two
found the stairs. We withdrew, she to the lav-atory doorway, and | to the shadows at the end of the hal.

The men carried razors, which caught the dim light coming through the hal window. My dowhee's
gray blade did not. As the second of the assassins (for so | had to cdl them), came tiptoeing past the
head of the gairs, | struck him hard with the pom-me of the dowhee and the sound rang in the ar like a
spoon againg a wooden bowl. He grunted and died thereby, for his companion spun around in re-flex
with his razor out and dit hdf the man’s face and hdf histhroat. .1 think he died unconscious.

There was a good opportunity to take the other one down while he stared a the work he had done,
but | did not want to lahimif | could avoid it. My dowhee had dmogt three times the reach of his blade,
and | knew my house.

He was soaked and spattered with blood, and it ran in his eyes. Blinking, he made a screaming
charge for me and | struck at the razor with my heavy blade and deflected it. Then the assassin's
screaming was drowned out by a, huge report and his bloodstained face was orange-lit and | heard the
gmdl but diginct splat of his shoulder joint explod-ing. He screamed again.

“You made it hard to get in a shot, Papa,” said Navwvie. Methodicdly, she checked the barrd for
wadding, tested its temperature, and stuck the pistol into the sash of her nightrobe. | went out to find a
militiaman, leaving Navvie with one drained body and a bound, wounded man with a very foul mouth.

Nawie had seen it dl before, and sometimes her father fdt very unhagppy about this When | said as
much, she told me being a doctor was harder on the nerves than any scrape I’ ve gotten her into. | would



like to believe this. :

The militiamean, as | recdl, was an immigrant from Morquenie: a blond Veonyan. He charged up the
darcase and was sick on the hdlway carpet runner. After that, many other militiamen came, and we
were made to tdl our story a number of times, and our sullen prisoner was taken away. His shoulder was
aruin, because of the soft lead Navvie usesin her pistals, but it had been nestly cleaned and bound. The
rug soaked in the blood of hisfdlow would never be usable again.

“They were agents of Lowcanton,” said Nawvie as we rolled the carpet up and pushed it out an
upper window. “I-lired in Boxan last week. They were sup—

posed to do usin two days ago, but the weather made passage dow.”

The best thing about our borrowed house was the water tank in the lavatory, which gave us water on
demand both in the kitchen and upstairs. Navvie pumped for me and helped me try to remove
blood-gtains from my nightshirt. “He didn’'t say a damn thing in front of the militia” | said. “Nor in front of
me,, unless you count his expletives”

She amiled. The expression was softened by her youth and by candidight, but | suspected it was the
predatory amile of Navwvi€'s mother that | was see-ing. | remembered my dream again. “Of course not.
Assassns rardly betray their masters. But to me it wasn't betraya, but bragging. | didn't count. Not a. . .
alitle thing like me” Now, there was no mistak-ing the qudity of Navvie' s smile
“So, Papa. This answers the question of whether the king's desth was murder, doesn't it?’
| dried my hands and dabbed the towe againg my cold, wet shirt. “We dill can't be certain about
thet.”

She laughed. “All right. 1 will bet you ten tepels againg your three tepels that we discover it was
murder, and connected with this attempt upon us.”

| told her | did not enjoy betting, and she laughed & me again. Her mother’s laugh. We were out of
thet house before sunrise.

When | was young | had no difficulty parting with things. | had no things of my own, and it seemed
the world was so cluttered with useful and curious objects that | would bang into dl | needed, even if
blindfolded, and that | would lose them, too. My teacher’s warnings about the impermanence of thingsin
life seemed no more than attempts to con-vince me that snow was white.

Now that | am past fifty, | know the pain of ad-mitting that. | can’t take things into tomorrow: not
that mitered glass cutter, tha single-spotted puppy, that perfectly baanced knife, that book of
ephem-era, that shirt with double-turned seams (not too long in the deeves, for once), that dear and
closest friend, and thet Nazhuret.

To be accurate, the last of these | have lost so many times’'m never sure | have him. No grief there.

The cutter, the knife, and the shirt were left behind in Canton. The puppy was left earlie—he found a
home with ayoung lady at the Rezhmian court five years ago. The book of ephemera | dill have by me,
waiting its turn, but at thistime Arlin was dmost four years dead.
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So avilized was this city that we effected our secret escape on an omnibus car, both of us carrying a
dowdy bag made of carpeting and an odd-shaped canvas case filled with odd things a survey tripod,
two smdl telescopes, and an assortment of glass and swords. | had wanted Nawvie to bring dong her
Cantonese collection of medicd and surgicd tools, but with the ruthlessness of youth she had
pro-nounced them replaceable. | do not know now whether she noticed | had packed them al away with
my clothing.

My dream of the night before came very dearly to me as the four huge horses pulled the vehide over
the flat, flat pavements toward the universty. There were no hills in Canton: no reason to get out and
wak. There was no one udng this route but us and our luggage; not even the dawn colors were up for
the day. | had a didtinct feding of farewell toward this-gray stone, the heavy blond horses, the dark and
sengble driver, dressed so much better than a man of his station could dress in Velonya | had liked the
city.

Nawvie and | Ieft our luggage in a hegp blocking the stone wak by the arts quadrangle. She went to
find the Medica Dean while | made my excuses to the Warden of Philosophy, by whose invitaion we



were in the univergty and in Canton. He was not surprised a my leaving. He sad tha in the last
twenty-four hours | had become unusudly popular, but that he could not venture to say whether that
ought to make me stay or to hurry.

Lord Damigh, | thought, and sad the name adoud. “Count Sbold,” the warden answered,
adonishing Me.

Shbold was not a count of Canton; the city-state has only vedtigid nobility. He was Lowcantoner.
Once he was ambassador to Veonya, and in Ves—

tinglon | had met him and judged him dangerous. Now both he and | had come to Canton.

There was a bird snging, though it was midwin-ter. | went to the warden’s deep window and sat on
the sll. “The ambassador himsdf? Or do you mean one of his men?’

“I mean Sibold. He came dressed like an honest burgher instead of a count.”

“I knew an earl, once” | said, dill seeking the bird among the skeletd locust trees of the quad, “who
dressed more like a burgher than the richest brewer ever born.”

“I know,” said the warden, with a hint of warmth. read your book.”

| fdt a moment’s shock and leaned my forehead againg the glass. “I didn't publish that higory,” |
sad, holding back a dozen sharper retorts. “A young idiot named Jeram did. Out of persond let-ters’

This sullenness was naot far of me. The warden had invited us to his country, paid for a greet ded,
and now was put into politicd danger with us. | started to gpologize, and he started to wave it asde
when another thought occurred to me and | inter-rupted mysdf.

| asked the warden when Count Sibold had been by—yesterday or today. He said yesterday, late.
Af-ter the campus had begun to buzz with the news of King Rudof’s desth.

The warden was a large man, probably of north-ern heritage, like so many in the city. He came to st
next to me on the window seat, his academic robes of red and gray spilling over the open window and
down the outer bricks. (In Canton only the univer-gty doesn't dress like an honest burgher.)

“| did not tdl him where you were saying,” he said to me. “I told him you and your daughter had
moved out of guest housings into your own estab-lishment.”

| had to grin at this spark of conspiracy, coming from a man like the Warden of Philosophy. “But it
was no secret: where we lived,” | said.

“True. But Canton does not tdl Lowcanton. Not for free” he said. Among these honest burghers, it
ismore than a proverb.

Navvie was not with the luggage, so | trotted over to the school of medicine, which beng practica
and useful is not permitted on the univeraty proper. There, amids the odors of blood and opium, |
walked in upon her being embraced by the dean’ s fird assistant.

Nawvie did not appear ether involved in or an-gered by the young man's display, so | did not fed
obliged to intervene or to withdraw. After a few mo-ments, during which he poured tearful entreaty into
her ear, he noticed me and sprang back.

“So,” hesad. “I an told that we mugt bid fare-well. | am sorry to see your daughter go. Very sorry.”

At hisage, | could not have handled the Stuation haf so well, but then, 1 would not likdy have been
embracing agirl in universty chambers.

Navvie led the way out again. “Old Dean Aulen could have;been more pleasant. He took the line that
the college had invested time in me and that my waking out in midterm was a sort of theft. Can you
imagine? When they never even accepted me as a sudent, let done a Fllow.”

“What sort of line was young Fepper taking?”

My daughter groaned. “Just what you saw. Such an embarrassment! | had no idea he would do
some-thing like that.” She walked out onto the sdewak with the salf-composure of a cat.

“You never do have” | said.

The luggage was not on the pavement where we had I€ft it, but a passng student told me it had not
been solen—nothing is ever solen at Canton Old Universty—but picked up by the grounds keepers.
The only thing the honest burghers hate worse than theft is untidiness. By the time we had picked up our
bags and gpologized in three separate offices, dl hope of leaving early or leaving unnoticed had faded.
We took another omnibus to the Embarc, hoping to catch the eastern packet boat, which left every day



a noon. Y estereve' s bright sunset had rip-ened into rain.

Trave in winter on the Morgquen Seais a misera-ble thing, but Canton’s regular service stops for no
wind or wave. There is a certain basc humility in the arrogant Velonyan, engendered by the violence of
hiswinters. The Cantoners lack arrogance, but aso lack enough ice to make them humble.

Thisis not to say they do not get Sck in their barrel-bottomed, groaning ships. More then hdf the
passengers heading east out of port lined the rall like so many baustrades—retching baustrades. By luck
neither Navvie nor | is subject to seasickness, but the atmosphere was nonetheless unpleasant. Spray wet
our cdothing, but belowdecks smdled too much of vomit to make us want to retrest. She worried about
her black powder in the damp; | worried about our hedth.

Thewind blew a a good angle, perhaps twenty degrees from the bow, and | sat mysdf there in the
battering chill to clear my head.

My teacher taught me, thirty-six years previoudy, to gt ill. In an effort to distract a babbling
nineteen-year-old from his babbling, he used the old story of the black walf of Gelley, which had nothing
inits bely. For the next thirty years, | cdled this process of sdf-collection ‘‘the bely of the wolf.” Arlin
bor-rowed the phrase from me. Jeram Pagg stole it out-right and stamped it over his own philosophicd
baggage. Now | didiked the much-abused old fary tale and the phrase itsdlf, which had come to stand
for some sort of dark magic, some mysery with se-cret words and secret gates of knowledge. | am
sup-posed to be the father of this sect and in it | am much revered. Damn them dl—I have only one
child, and that not a rdigion but a gil: Nahvah, named after her grandmother whom she never met.
Nawvi€ s daughterly reverenceisminimd.

All I had Ieft of that aspect of my history was the Stting ill. 1t is enough of a mystery and enough of a
gate for me. | sat inthe hollow of arolled-up rope, under the clean wind of the ocean, and did not think
about where we were going.

The cagptain came by, holding to the ral. He was a Felonk; a heavy-built, russet-skinned man not
much taler than 1. He was not sick, | was glad to see. He recommended my moving to the center of the
ship. He went away again.

Clouds tumbled in the sky. In the moments when the sun shone through, the water around us was a
cold blue. Mogt of the timeit was a frozen gray, only dightly darker than the clouds. | did not particularly
look at it, but when along neck arched above the bow of the ship, | fdt my balance shifting, and | went
from the belly of the walf to the orange eyes of an improbable sea monger.

The deck rose four yards above the water, and the creature’ s head hung wel above the rail. That
head was as large as | am, and shaped somewhat like that of a draft horse, though no horse has such a
par of ears, diff and webbed and dightly iridescent, even under the diminished sun The gray skin, too,
had an ally sheen.

The gpparition rose above the rall and fdl as a wave lifted the ship, and then it was back again. Its
mouth was closed and it did not blink. | wanted very much to see the rest of it, and | wanted very much
to be away from that spot in the hollow of the rope, within the stretch of that long, pillar-like neck. While
| was dill between these two impulses, the creature gravely sank into the water and did not rise again.

It was another haf-hour before | went to find Navvie, and in that time the wind subsided some-what,
but | found the smdl of the ship to have grown even worse. Navvie was busy tregting the suffering—not
with sophisticated medicine, but by the old wives remedy of squeezing the wrigts. Her tiny hands are
srong, and she has dways had the proper touch.

The captain was kind enough to praise her to me, and he suggested the shipping line hire her to
ac-company al spring voyages. He laughed as he spoke, so that | would be sure it was only a joke.

| said, “Captain, did you know there was some-thing in the water investigaing your ship a little while
ago?’
“In the water? Oh, yes. He is RFilot Pol, an old friend to salors on the Morquen. He keeps us
com-pany, and hewill guide a ship through the rocks of Sevech Harbor. Once he even indicated that the
tide was too low for the approach to Morquenie. That was before the dredging, of course.”

| have no great experience as a salor mysdf, though | have been passenger on a number of long
voyages. | stared at the complacent, square face of the Felonk and wondered how | could have missed



knowing about such a beast. “Rilot Pol? Well, he cer-tainly does have the eyes of a parrot. | never heard
of hiskind, though.”

“Why should you have heard of hm? His world and yours are very different.”

| agreed with the captain.

“Heis a great dlvergde, and their home is modlly in the East, and in warmer waters. | am glad you
saw him, for we missed him in port, and | feared some scoundrel had taken a shot a him again. Once
before it happened, and Pol Ieft the ship lanes for months. Nor will he ever guide that ship agan—The
Worrel Provider. | wouldn't hire on to her for my pen-sion, for I'm sure | wouldn't live to enjoy it”

| leaned over therall, letting spray batter my face, and | shouted back to the captain that | had heard
dories like that about dolphins, from time to time.

“Wl, of course he is adolphin and nothing ese” he answered, dso shouting. “Only of a large kind,
and unusualy marked.”

| sraghtened up. “Very large, Captain, and very unusud. | don't think this was a dolphin | saw. It
was more like a snake.”

He nodded forcefully. “They can give that im-pression, to a landlubber.. You mug not expect them
to look like the statues: the carved candlesticks. In the water a dolphin looks like quickslver with a fin.”
Clgpping me on the shoulder, he left me with my confuson intact.

That evening the sun sank very bloody, and the water, too, sank—to afla, twitching surface. | found
st crysds throughout my hair. Navvie was very tired and she was hungry, as was |. Had we been
ravenous, we could not have made a dent in the food presented to us good food in the usud heavy gyle
of Velonya No one ese seemed to be edting & dl.

It was ether the next day or the one after that when Nawvie came and told me we had Count
Di-naos on the ship. Urtil this time my only immediate worry had been our stopover a Kast, in Canton
it-sdf. If the Cantoners were looking for us, we would then bein trouble, but as we were traveling under
different names than our own, it would require red effort on the government’s part to inconvenience us.
Dinaos, however, might be an inconvenience at ran-dom; he had the reputation of a quarrel-breeder and
adudig. Such as he have not existed in Veonya since Rudof’ s father’ stime.

“Stay away from him,” | said to Nawvie. “Even at the expense of remaining belowdecks until after
Kast. Don't let im know you exigt.”

My daughter sighed. She was polishing one of her mother’s knives. “Too late, Papa. He was Sick as
acrow yesterday and | treated him. | didn’'t give him my name, either the true or the fase, but he does
know | exist. Besdes, heis one of the finest portrait paintersin the world. Why should | avoid him?’

“Because heis known to paint portraits of the men he has dan: tombstone miniatures. Avoid him.”

Though | reckoned that Nawvvi€ s kindness might have softened the fdlow’s scrappy heart, | watched
her continue to dean the weapons, one after another, and | approved. That afternoon a tdl, thin fdlow in
brocades accosted me at my position in the coiled hawser. He cleared his throat. He did look pale,
de-spite the flat seas.

“You, Sr, do not have the face of acdvilized man,” he said to me as he leaned againg the whedhouse
wal.

“No, gr, | do not” | answered wholeheartedly, showing no more resentment than | felt.

He waked around me. His eyes were cdculating. request the honor to paint you.”

“Alive or dead?’ | answered him, risng up and turning, so he would not be entirdy a my back. He
cleared his throat. He had the coldest stare |

hed ever seen. “By God, in mation, if I could. Why do you ask? Is there reason | would prefer you
to be a corpse? Are we enemies?’

| hopped out of the cail, which was condraining me. “I certainly do not desire to be your enemy,
mi-lord. But you have been known to paint with ... an aggressive brush, shdl we say?’

He was dark and pock-faced. He came close. Though he wore a rapier, his right hand propped his
chin and hisleft hand supported his other elbow. “I do not murder unarmed men,” he said.

“I know who you are, Nazhuret, son of Veonya and Rezhmia | had the honor to meet your beautiful
daughter yesterday.”



| could think of nothing to say.

“As a noble of Lowcanton, | have no reason to fed friendship, or even tolerance for you. And
furthe—you are known as the deadliest man in the northern world, and of course | find that dubious. No
one man could do the things credited toyou . , .”

“Then obvioudy | have not done them.”

“Be quiet. Thereisno need to placate me. Look at my hands.”

| answered, “I see them. They are stained with various colors, most prominently madder and
ultramarine”

His mouth smiled, dightly. “They are not the hands of a dvilized man. | am a painter before | am a
nobleman, or anything else a dl. | want to paint you. Now. On the ship.’

| felt achill emanating from that long, eegant face. “As a clown, milord? Are you looking for a touch
of comedy in the corner of some large narrative piece?’

The amile climbed higher on his face, but did not reach the eyes. “As an exatic, Sr. A beautiful
exotic.”

| couldn’t think what kind of game he was playing with me. | heard the water lap the sides of the
ship. “You must be spesking of my daughter. Sheis beauiful, and to a Lowcantoner, exotic.”

He looked past me a the ocean, just for a moment. “Yes. She is your daughter. But | have painted
beauHiful girls. | want to paint you.”

“And then promote a dud, milord? Is this how you arrange your sport—with an gpped to your
op-ponent’ s vanity?’

The gamile died entirdy. His eyes were onyx, and might have been without pupil. “I make no
prom-ises. | want to paint you. Most of the world would consider that an honor.

“And don't cdl me ‘milord,” fool. You outrank mein two separate nobilities” He stalked away from
me, with no regard to protecting his back. “In the morning,” he said.

Navvie thought there could be no loss in giving the gentleman his way. She thought his odd request
perfectly naturd in a painter, and if he were bent on murdering me he would find it no easier with a
pal-ette in his hand, she said. Besides, she could hover nearby with her mother’s little knives. In the end
we compromised. | said | would be painted if she would deign not to guard me, but to stay at the other
end of the ship.

That night the wind came up, and | hoped the count’'s maase would recur and make the painting
impossible. .I waked out on the deck under scud-ding clouds to find the captain leening out in a
med-itative manner. “Still no Sgn of him. Of Pol,” he said. “Not snce you saw him this morning. Off the
north coast of Canton he is usudly with us. Because of the rocks.”

| leaned with him. “If the creature | saw redly was

Filot Pol. | never knew a dolphin to have such along neck.”

He sighed, like the groan of ship’stimbers. “It's caled a rostrum, redly. The weather will be fair and
fresh in the morning.”

“Too bad.” | did not explan my remark, but stared into the sparkling, bow-broken water. “Tdl me,
Captain. Does Count Dinaos ride with you of-ten?’

Abruptly the Felonk captain stood upright, his two legs braced on the deck. “Avoid that man,” he
sad. “Heisdeadly.”

“I know,” | replied. “But your ship is very smdl and he does not want to be avoided.

He dapped his hand agang the gunwae, in evi-dent turmoail. “I'll put you ashore: your lovey
daughter and yoursdf. As soon as the rocks are be-hind us. send out a boat tomorrow evening.”

“Tomorrow evening will be too late” | said. “Our gppointment is for the morning.”

The captain gasped: a very frightening sound.

“You can put my daughter ashore tomorrow eve-ning, if you need to, and | would be grateful,’ |
sad, and the Felonk nodded to me, his eyes wide and black.

Within the hour the wind began to die down and there was barely a dir in the sails by morning.

Out of my ignorance, | brought afew props with me to the stting—a glass blank, my battered journd
and the old collgpsing telescope | had carried dl my years with Arlin. My noble painter informed me he



was not doing a burgher’s portrait here, and sent me to pack them away and return again with my sword.
The closest | have to a sword is my dowhee, which looks more like a hedge-blade than a duder’s
wespon, but he accepted that.

He demanded | take off both jacket and shirt. We of Vdonya are not raised to expose our pink
skinsto the world, and mineis epecidly “exatic,” having three different shades of suntan and more scars
then iscomdly. | was determined not to dlow the man an excuse to quarrel, however, so | stood in the
sea breeze barefoot and bare-chested, firg freezing and then smdling my skin burn under the open
unlight.

He asked to see some of my practice forms, and the pose he chose was widespread and dose to the
ground, with the dowhee about to rise into a sword lock. At least, that's what | told the man it was. It is
as easy to plit amean from sernum to rectum from that postion as to block a rapier, and ether deed is
easer than holding the damn position for forty minutes at atime.

He held his brush in the left hand. | found that interegting; | have dways wondered what it would be
like to be left-handed.

Firg dl the ship turned out to watch, but painting is dow and the painter was surly, so soon we were
aone but for the captain and (despite her promise to me) Nawvvie stting on the opposite rall.

When permitted to, | straightened up and dmodt fdl flat from diffness. She came and threw a shirt
over me. “Areyou cold or hot, poor Papa?’

“Yes” | answered and shuffled over to the tdl, battered-looking, and many-colored easdl. He was
dill working: blocking in the ship and whatever was visble behind her in the water. |1 begged permission
to look.

“Nothing to see,” he growled. “But please your-sdf.”

Actudly, the man worked very fagt. The under-whiting had been laid before, but the crayon work for
form had dl taken shape in this fird pose. All the lines were suggestions of movement, rather than
anaomy, but they were superlaively correct move—

ment. Already, by the broadness of the cheekbones and the danted eyes, | could recognize mysdf,
though | thought he had flaitered me somewhat in terms of proportion.

My mind filled with stupid remarks, which | rec-ognized as stupid. “Did you expect to see it dl
done?’ the count asked, dill scratching away a the texture of the deck. His nails were cracked and filthy.
Something about him reminded me of Arlin: the pride, the dirt, the competence. And the severe tongue.

“No,” | answered. “I am surprised to see it as far dong as it is” The bit about my face and the
pro-portions | left unsaid.

“No time to be dow. Also no time for mistakes. Drink water and get back there again. This sun
won't last forever.”

The sun's postion lasted for two more sessions, and mine would not have lasted much longer. At the
end | was shaking like a sgpling, and had the man desired, he could have dain me with a paint-brush.

Nawvie was sanding close behind him, | think not to be in pogtion to defend her papa, but out of
fas-cination. He was 4ill a it, not scraiching anymore, but daubing. He used a heavy brush and thick
paint.

It was athing of splendid light; it made me catch my breath. | stared at the honey-gold deck, the busy
sky, the glints of brass, the syrupy shadows, and laglly a the figure that dmogt filled it. That figure
terrified me. It nearly brought me to tears, and de-spite dl my resolutions to behave wdl | heard my-sdf
sy, “l wish | did look like that.”

Count Dinaos shot me a look dirtier than his char-coal. “Do you have any reason to believe you
know what you look like? Milord?’

This criticism might have been from my own teacher. “No. That is exactly what | cannot know.
Milord. Forgive me”

“Papa is convinced he looks like agnome,” said Nawvie into the man's ear, for dl the world as if he
were her close friend. | pulled her aside, under the guise of needing support to stand.

He made no return to her comment, but watched me getting my feet under me. “It's not easy to take
apose like that. Actudly, | had no expectation you would last.



“When you are settled, Aminsanaur, you must send me your address, and | will paint you a sketch of
this” He screwed the canvas into an awkward box frame that would keep dirt from the wet surface.
“Oh, and | had no intention of challenging you. | redly don't do that a random, whatever the gossps
He waked off, with a servant beside him lugging the equipment, and he left us there.

It is Lowcanton’'s misfortune that it has so few good harbors, and its great misfortune that it dienated
its best to the point of revolution. After a stop to load at Kast (which is drear), we passed by mile after
mile of picturesque black rocks bresking the surf into snow, and behind them rose green dopes and
vine-yards without towns, for commerce was srangled by lack of transport. Lowcanton has an old
culture—some would say too old—and it is the last nation in the Northwest to have bound peasants as
well as foreign daves.

It dso had gentry and a grest number of aristoc-racy, but what was entirdy mising from their
so-ciety was Canton Harbor’ s specidty: the decent burgher.

‘Papa—I saw something. In the water. It had a head like a horse and a neck like ...

“It sactudly cdled arostrum,” | said to Nawvie. “And the whole animd is cdled Pilat Pol. He hdps
ghips through the rocks.”

She stared a me, and at the now-empty sea. “Filot Pal is a dolphin. This was no dolphin.”

| joined her a the rail. The sun was going down again, and soon Lowcanton would be behind us, and
Ighelun, which owes dlegiance to Rezhmia but has a language related only to that of Sekret, would take
its barren place. “I only know what I’'m told. The captain said it was Pilat Pol.”

She shook her head. “Amazing.”

It was that night after dinner that the captain told me he had arranged our escape from the vessd. |
remember | was, the firg passenger’to leave the table, probably because most others were making up for
yesterday’s logt time with the victuds

“I've prepared to drop one of the boats,” he spoke into my ear as | stood on the sngle deck,
watching acdm sea. “We can have you and your daughter on land before the man knows you have |eft
Us”

| had dmogt forgotten his offer of help the night before. “ Do you think it is sill necessary, Captain?’ |
asked in surprise. “The count doesn’'t seem to wish us any harm after dl.”

He shook his round Felonk head soberly. “That is not what my men say. And they have been taking
to the nobleman’s own servant. He means to murder you in your bed tonight.”

| thought about this. “But the painting. And what about my daughter; does he plan to kill her, too?’

The captain shrugged. “So he took your likeness. Now he will take your life As far as your
daugh-ter—I didn’t hear. He has no need to bother killing a young woman, has he?’

“Yes, he has” | sad with some confidence. “If he is going to assault me, he has, But he might not
know thet. Still ...” | stared down at the darkening water. It was easer to see into the depths than into the
moativaions of men. “What'stha?’ | asked.

The captain dso looked. “Oh, it's Rlot Pol at last. | was worried about him.”

The spearhead shape of the dolphin was a good fathom under the waves, and so it was hard to make
out pecifics, but | knew without doubt | was not looking at the cresture | had seen yesterday. This was
no time to share this information with the cap-tain, however. “If you send us to shore, well be in
Lowcanton. The reason | came on this ship was to avoid Lowcanton.”

“You are within twenty miles of the border, and dose to the only navigable shordine we will reach
before midnight. And, Sir Nazhuret, if we wait until 1ghelun, we will have waited too long.”

| did not move from my pogtion at the ral. “If you send us to shore, the count will know you
con-spired with us. He is a murderer. Does that not frighten you, Captain?’

The captain hit the wooden ral in irritetion. “What do | have to be afraid of? | have eight men, and
the shipismine. If he killed me, could he sall it? Could he even row to shore? He'd be a dead maniin five
minutes, once my crew discovered.”

The light was faling, dowly, but the wind was very gentle. “Then, Captain, why don't we just clap
the man in irons now and avoid any inconven-ience?’



He met my eyes only for a moment. “I have no proof. My men—they would fight for me like tigers,
but in a court of law | would be abandoned.” Now his pae brown eyes were sern and fixed. “1 want
very much to avoid murder on my own ship. You know what it means to have unlavful death on a
Felonk vessdl; some would demand we burn her.”

“To ank my spirit. | know. But there is one thing | don’t believe you know, Captain, and that is, in a
dud between the count and me, it is not certain he would win.”

“l agree,” said the count, standing at the open doorway of the main cabin. His arms were folded over
his chest, and he amiled. He was armed with arapier. “It isnot certain | would lose, ether.”

The captain snagged my left am and began to haul me over the deck. “I don’'t want bloodshed on
my ship!” he shouted. ‘

“I'm sure you don't,” said Dinaos agreesbly. He stepped forward.

| released mysdf from the captain’s gragp and pushed the man away from me. | stared at the
Low-cantoner noble and could think of nothing to say.

The captain ran to the other rail, where two sets of cranes hed the lifeboats, and it seemed he was
planning an escape of his own, for he leaped head-firt into the firs one. Out of it came saling my own
indegant dowhee, which clattered across the boards and skidded to a stop five feet in front of me. | let it
lie

“You were inmy cabin, Captain? Y ou loaded our belongings?’

Dinaos, from his centra vantage point, could see over the gunwae of the boat. If so, Amhisanaur,
you and your lovely daughter have very few be-longings.” Casudly he drolled over and peered over the
rocking edge of the lifeboat. “Two canvas bags, a. long roll, and what looks like a telescope. How
interesing: a telescope.”

He stood between me and the boat. The captain, pressed warily agang the bow of the lifeboat,
drew aflageolet and blew on it. | heard hurrying foot-steps.

Now the count drew his rapier and | picked up my dowhee. | had not fought many left-handed
du-eligs, for there are not so many. | wondered if that was part of his drength as a swordsman.

There appeared from the stern four men, three of them barefoot Felonks. Two had clubs in their
hands, but one carried the idanders famous ding and one hed a smdl throwing net. They approached
together, like beaters on a hunt.

A sword of any kind outreaches a club, but is no defense againg lead shot from a ding. Most
swords, such as the rapier, are worse than usdless againg a hetsman, but not the broad-bladed, handy
dowhee. A Felonk weapon after dl. | watched them come and | watched Dinaos.

“You don't redly have any friends here,” he said lightly, and he cut the air in a pattern that made the
atackers pause.

“I know,” | answered and moved toward the nets-man.

“ Kwaff a rudet-el!” shouted the captain from his perch in the rocking boat. Trandated from the
Fe-lonk, that means “Kill the blond.”

The net whirled at my face, but | hit the deck, skidding forward, and cut it out of the sailor's hands.
He screamed; my cut wasn't dean. | heard athud as a round of shot hit someone—Dinaos—and | heard
the captain scrambling out of the boat.

A wooden truncheon was descending toward my head. It rang againgt my blade, and then | cut the
throat of the man who hdld it, dousng mysdf in Sckening blood. | heard an explosion, and a second later
aweak scream, full of breath and quickly over. | pulled my feet under me on the dippery red deck.

The captain had a hole in his forehead. It was very neat and without powder. The back of his head
was less negt. He lay spread on the deck amost behind

Dinaos. Also on the deck was another dowhee: one | had never seen before.

The count was braced as wel as could be agang the sde of the lifeboat. His rignt am was Qat
agang his body and he was working, his hand tentatively. The rapier in his left hand had a dight tinge of
red dong its length, and the sailor gasping on the deck before him had a amdl red hole in his chest. The
men whose hands | had diced knelt in his own blood and cried, while another lay on his somach with the
jewded hilt of alittle dagger just below and to the right of the junction of neck and shoulders. There was



no blood to be seen around it.

Nawvie came up to us on tiptoe, feding the barre of her pigtal for heat. She looked at the weeping
slor, and then a the one she had killed. “I was off in @am, here, Papa. The pisol makes me
overconfi-dent, and ...” She glanced a the gory deck like a housewifein dismay. “...Enemiesrardly come
angly.”

Count Dinaos wiped his rapier on the shirt of his dead man and with awkward care, put it into its
scabbard. “I amnin your debt, my lady. | have never been in such debt to a woman before.”

Nawvie sghed and produced from her bag her lit-tle powder funnd. In the same cdm manner in
which she mixed tinctures for medica use, she filled the gun with powder, wadding, and shot. “Don't
worry about it,” she said. She took the arms of the man with diced hands and looked at the injuries.
“Clean,” she said. The rapier-impaed man she looked at, but said nothing. Neither did she try to move
him. She hopped over the body of the one she had killed, pulled out her mother’s dagger, and with no
modesty, took the count’s right hand in hers and started an examination. She had difficulty, being less
then his shoulder in height, and she pulled hm down by the other shoulder. He met my gaze in
agtonishment, and then he laughed. It was an un-certain laugh.

“l don't think we have time for this, Nawvie,” | said. “There are other crewmen here—at least four of
them, and then the passengers. | don’t know what they’ll think.”

Dinaos dipped his right hand into his belt and drew swagger over him like a cloak. “By God, my
reputation is foul enough aready, my duke, my lady. All will believe | daughtered these men as a
postprandid.”

Nawvie legped up and looked into the lifeboat. “Are we going somewhere, Papa? Y ou should tdl me
things”

Now the rest of the crew began appearing, and one Cantoner burgher—a slk trader, if memory
serves me—appeared from the cabin, stared, and vanished again. The crewmen did not seem disposed
to violence, but hugged the outer wall of the main cabin, mouths open.

“How s0, when nobody tells me anything? But whether or not | planned thisflight, | think we'd better
take it, or spend the next few days where we stand, like aurochs in a circle, waiting to be attacked by
wolves.”

“Another reason for leaving,” added the count. “We ve killed the captain and hdf the crew. Who is
going to manage the ship? Are you nautical? | am not.”

| shook my head.

“l can only handle a amd| sailboat,” said Navvie. “More than ten square feet of sall and I'm logt.”

Count Dinaos laughed once more, as though my daughter had made a joke. He laughed very often
when Navvie was being serious.

“So, my new friends. | suggest we take this boat and go, as the so-kind captain intended for you to
do. Only perhaps we should not sl into the most convenient harbor, en?’

“You think he has an ambush waiting?’ | asked, and at the same time Nawvie said, “But what about
the other passengers?’

“| think that was hisintention from the beginning, my duke. These Felonl<a despise us, Lowcanton
and High Vdonya dike. They take money from, one to kill the other with the practicdlity of a Harborman
and no more scruples. And lady, | say to hdl with the other passengers on this ill-disposed tub. At any
moment one of them may try to kill us”

“You don't know that,” said Nawvie, frowning.

| could see no good end to this discussion, so | hdd up my hand portentoudy and the gesture did
what no amount of argument could have done. In slence | approached a terified salor, who was dill
pressed againg the wal of the main cabin. ‘Tellow, are you wel disposed to my companions and 17’ |
asked him, and he nodded fit to loosen his head from his neck.

| continued. “Have you any <ill for saling this ship? and his afirmetive reply was equdly
vehe-ment. “Will you be able to see her to shore without the presence of the captain?’

Nawvie stepped forward and crossed her arms over her bosom, regarding the little Felonk, hardly
larger than she. “Areyou arich man?’ she asked him, and added, “Have you paaces in every port? Do



the ears of kings wait for your pronouncement?’

Sill the sallor nodded. “Make what you will of that,” she said to me. “I’d be surprised if he speaks
any Cantoner or Veonyieat dl.”

The count had his servant by the arm and whis-pered to him for a few seconds before rdleasing him.
“What matter, my lady, whether any of these can sail, when none of us can do better? Do they need our
company in their difficulty?”

My little daughter set her chinin a manner that only 1 knew. “No, my lord. Not our company, but our
lifeboat. If we take one, there will not be enough room on the other in case they wreck. We will be guilty
of murder: many murders.”

Count Dinaos had pde brown eyes, which were flickering from Nawvi€'s face to my own in
meditartive fashion. His hand, not tense in any way, rested near the hilt of his sword. “And yet, pretty
thing, | want to take the boat. How do you propose to stop me?’

Nawvie was twelve feet away from the count, and that by no accident. “With this” she said, and
amed her pigtal a him. At his crotch, to be exact.

Dinaos surprised me utterly by amiling. “You would kill one man who has stood your friend, to save
others you do not know from a danger that may not even exig?’

“l don’t have to kill you,” she said, and the barrdl of the pistol moved dmost imperceptibly. “You are
dready injured, and an extra laceration in the foot or knee will be sufficient.”

| saw the figure of the count’s servant paitering up behind her, and moved to intercept him, but the
men took one glance at the Stuation and swung wide. He was burdened with a set of good leather bags,
which he dropped beside his master before re-tregting to the rall, where he stood and watched.

“Thisstuion is piquant, but dl in al, aca-demic,” said Dinaos, and he bent to open the largest of the
bags. Within | saw beautiful linen and lace: nothing with paint gains. “There is a perfectly good ship's
cagptain on board, and he will doubtless take control before he dlows any harm to befdl. Sieben, here,
was captain of a crew of twenty-three before they caught him—weren't you, my pet?’

The servant looked up at us without expression. “Show them your arm, Sieben.”

The servant took off his leather jacket, and burned onto his upper am was the it diagond cross
that indicated a man condemned to davery. Most, such pulled the oars for Lowcartton’s heavy oreships.

“Seben was a pirate,” said the count, and in his voice was the pride of a man who brags tha his
dog—his gmiling, fawning hound-4s part wolf.

“You can handle this ship? Nawvie raised her voice to reach the servant—the dave—danding
agand theral, just as | had asked the master. “Y ou will leave him among this bunch?’

Agan Dinaos said, “ Sieben was a pirate,” and this time he sounded even more like the man daiming
his dog was a walf. The former pirate himsdf nod-ded a Navvi€'s question, but in a more controlled
manner than had the Felonk sailor. The wind was coming up, and he donned his jacket again.

“What if the others don’t obey you?’ asked Nav-vie, but she was reassured enough to put the pistol
up. | moved between her and the count, in case her persstence irritated him unduly.

Seben glanced a his magter, and there was hu-man feding in his face as thar eyes met.” Seben
can-not speak, my lady. He has no tongue. But nonetheless he has no difficulty obtaining obedience
aboard a ship. Ability will out. And—he has a cer-tain reputation. Now. Can we make our escape?’

| was not sure this was a good idea. | was not sure of anything. We might have stayed till morning
and made sure the land we struck was Ighdun, but we might not see the morning. The ship’s crew and
pas-sengers had begun to crawl out of the cabin, and there was no reading those wary faces.

Dinaos s bags were dumped into the lifeboat, but he cdled a hdt to everything and sat upon one of
the boat’ s crossplanks and began to compose a letter. When he was done, he cdled for a flaning wood
splint, melted wax, and sedled the thing with his car-nelian signet. The dave took it, blew the sed hard,
and thrust the sheet of paper under his shirt.

“It says he is acting for me. Otherwise, a man with the brand will lose his life for taking such
authority.”

| knew this much, but Navvie had not grown up in the presence of daves. She looked at the roughly
dressed Sieben with agirls sympathy. “Should | leave him a pistal, Papa?’ she asked.



Count Dinaos made greet circles out of his eyes. “Your pigtal, my lady? What a sacrifice. With what
will you protect yoursdf againgt meif you give him such a gift?’

She sat by the midoars of the boat, her legs curled under her. “Well, my lord, you might find out.”

| asked both of them to stop this bickering. Navvie Sghed, Dinaos stared, and the boat began to
de-scend, winched down by the invduabdle pirate. “Don't you lose my ail study, Sieben,” shouted
Di-naos. “And if it dries dusty, | will bury you in cin-ders!”

Sieben grinned back at the count, as though some-thing very different had been said. | wondered at
the empty cavern of the mouth behind those broken teeth, and | wondered whet sort of, loyaty a broken
pirate might have.

The water seemed much ‘rougher in a amdl dinker-built rowboat. | took a set of oars and Dinaos
approached the other, to be immediady replaced by Nawvie as his wound and the movement of the sea
did their work on him.

Thetdl sde of the ship receded very dowly, more from its own forward maotion then that of our little
craft. It seemed Sieben’s fird act as cgptain was to throw the bodies of the dain into the water, where
they floated around us. | wished he could have waited.

The light was low, but there was a moon just two days short of full, and by itslight | could see the
white glow of beach beyond the waves. Also the black of rocks. | wondered how much control we
would have of the boat once it was pulled by the surf. | am an indegant swimmer, and Navvie has had
little opportunity to practice.

The Lowcantoner was curled over the bow, sick once more and meking noises. It did not seem
ap-propriate or kindly to ask hmif he could swim.

We were making progress, for the shore was closer, but | doubted it was our work that moved the
boat, for the bodies had kept good pace with us. The dead Felonk captain lay bobbing off to port, face
up, blandly looking past the sky. | shoved the body with an oar, but it only sank and rose again, and |
settled back to rowing.

| heard Dinaos make a sound not like that of em-esis, and | glanced up to see him pointing into the
dark water.

“That'sit,” said Navvie in wonderment. “That’ s thething | saw. Only it looks a lat bigger from down
here”

| shipped my oars and scrabbled for the dowhee, though | had smdl faith in its usefulness againg the
horse-headed creature that swam toward us, tow-ering above the waves.

Once again Count Dinaos laughed, as he had & the threat of Navvi€'s pisol. “What a trip we are
having,” he cried, haf-gtanding in the rocking’ boat.

Close up | could see the creature was not scaled, like afish, but had a pebbly skin, alimp frill around
its neck, and many, many little teeth. Navvie had her pistol out again, and into her ear | whispered,

“Only if it shows aggression. It may be the shot will only, anger it, and why take the chance?’

Through clenched teeth she answered, “I will do more than anger it if | hit it through the eye and into
the brain. But it will have to come closer.”

Dinaos had crawled close to us. “Closer? Perish the thought! Goddess of the hunt you may be, my
lady, but let’s ...”

He got no further when the creature struck, with great speed and alot of pray. Its target was neither
us nor the boat itsdf, but the body of the dead Fe-lonk captain, which sank under the water and did not
rise again. All three of us stared into the black water as though patience would dlow us to see into the
darkness. After five minutes the water swirled farther out, and the saillor Navvie had stabbed sm-ply
vanished.

“This is becoming boring,” said Dinaos, though his voice betrayed no boredom. “Let’s continue
to-ward shore.” All sgn of seasickness was gone from him.

Soon the direction of the water seemed to change and the waves became more linear. “ Approaching
aurf,” caled Navvie. “How much surf | don’t know.”

| didn’'t like the fed of this, but as | had no dter-native to offer, | just kept rowing. Then my daughter
added, “Here he comes again, very close to the boat thistime.”



We waited for the impact. “No. It's not the mon-ster. Look.”

| paused and leaned out to see the shape of the big dolphin, Filot Pol, dmog as long as the lifeboat
and dmog as frightening as the horse-headed crea-ture. It blew its breath beside us and Dinaos hdd his
nose. Again he pointed, thistime at the dolphin’s smooth black back. “Look at the wounds. Look!”

There were more than a dozen red weds running diagondly across the animd, right behind the
blow-hole. Its handsome dorsa fin was torn. It upped-tail and disappeared beneath our little craft,
gopearing immediatdly on the starboard side, where it blew again and raised a splash with its flukes.
Hopping the water, it bounced twenty yards off at about two o' clock in direction, and dlapped again.

We were bouncing, too. There was more than a little bit of surf ahead, where the white beach
gleamed under moonlight. “I1t’s playing with us” said Navvie uncertainly. “It’s friendly.”

The dolphin blew again and breached water com-pletely. It gave another dap. “Follow it,” | shouted,
over the water’ s increasing grumble. “It's too sore athing for play. Follow the pilot, by your lives”

| could hear my shoulder joints popping with the effort | put into rowing that boat Sdeways to the
direction of the surf. The boat rocked dizzily and shipped water with every wave, but necessity
over-came Dinaos s seasickness. He bailed, usng his own velvet hat.

The dolphin’stal shone white as it dipped be-tween two crags of rock. | did not stop to wonder if
we could manage the squeeze or the current; | merdly set the tiller and rowed. We bashed the port-side
rock fiercely, gaving the top two boards, but once through; we found oursaves in a smooth chan-nd,
ingde awadl of ragged black stone and smashring spray. | set the bow toward the strip of white and
pulled for dl | was worth.

“Papa,” sad Nawvie very gravely. “Take a glance to port.”

There lay our origind course, where the going had looked smoothest and most flat. The bresking surf
rose up in height at least the length of this boat, and curled in a long tube, through which | could see the
fird stars. “It would have been ironic to die that way, and not by sted,” murmured Dinaos. He was
shivering in his velvets, despite the work.

“l don’'t see our pilot anymore,” said Nawvie. “But | see something down there. Maybe the sand of
the bottom.”

Dinaos wiped his wet face with the ingde of one wet ebow. “Why, | ask you? It is afid+—we are no
kinto it. Why?’

don't know,” | answered, and then the boat ground againg the bottom.

It was a pebbly beach, with rocks rising, behind it. A seawind reminded methat | was cold. Nawvie,
in her spray-drenched jacket and skirt, was shiver-ing, and wounded Dinaos was doing worse. | leaped
into cold water, waist-deep, pulled the boat up theindine as far as | could—which was a matter of a few
fest—and | dimbed aboard agan to toss out our belongings. “I regret having to tdl you this, but we
cannot stop to rest here. The cold will set in our bones, and spread in your injury, my lord. We have to
keep moving until we find shelter from the weather.”

Nawvie sneezed, just once, and she tried her best to quench the sound with her hands. Count Dinaos
spoke through chettering teeth. “No difficulty, my lord duke. We are within a few miles of my border
estate—not the most degant of my properties, but good for afire and a change of appard.”

By now there was 0 little light the beach was a drip of pae glimmer that seemed to float above a
horizon of rock. Very few stars shone through the thick, gray sky. “How do you know where we are?’ |
asked him, though my heart was more interested in the term “border estate” Upon which sde of the
border were we? | had hoped srongly that Lowcan—

ton had been |eft behind before we Ift the ship. “It's very dark out here”

“l grew up launching my own little rowboats from this shordine. Though not, | admit, from this
madi-cious beach here” He swayed as he stood, and when | took his hand, it was like ice.

He did not resst my touch. He looked a me, his expression hidden in darkness. His knees began to
buckle.

“Leave me here,” he stuttered. “Take my ring. Send men back for me. | can't walk.”

Instead | scooped him up in my arms. He was an awkward burden, being so long in the limb, but not
very heavy: no heavier than Arlin had been. He shiv-ered so that the Siver of his belt and buttons made a



bright clatter.

Nawvie was prying a his deeve as she waked by my sde. “The rowing opened his wound further.
He s dill loang blood.” She then disappeared for some moments, leaving me to find the path into the
black hills | was not worried about my daughter; her movements are as quick as a songbird's and as
unpredictable. Before | had hauled my burden past the sound of the surf she had returned, her hands
filled with something furry, and her pack bouncing on her back.

“Dried sea moss, Papa. It's good for packing wounds like his Cleanly.”

| stopped and leaned againgt a rock while Nawvvie ripped open the brocade of Dinaos's vest and the
linen of his blood-blackened shirt. With more firm-ness than | would have dared, she packed the soft
meatter againg the man’s skin and wrapped it there with the ruined linen. Dinaos thrashed and cried ouit.
His words were “Mongrd bastard! Stinking mongrd bastard!” During the next ten minutes, as |
scrambled, and dimbed, he repeated this phrase three times more, dways when | joggled him, or
dipped, or came up agang an obstacle in the dark.

“Don't be hurt by his abuse, Papa,” Nawvie whis-pered into my ear. “I don't think he's entirdy
re-sponsible.”

“l know he's not,” | said. He was geaming like a kettle in my arms. | even had hopes he was not
referringtome at dl.

We left the black rocks behind and came to fidds of infant grain, reflecting the poor light in waves of
slver. There was a road benegth our feet, pardld to the seacoast, and to the right of it, another road lay
broad and wedl maintained, heading south and away from the water.

“But for him,” said Nawvie softly, “we could make an easy jog to the border of Ighdun; dry our
clothes with mild exercise, and deep in sfety.”

| sSghed, for the weight of my burden was pulling at my shoulder joints. “We don’'t know Ighdun is
safe, my dear. Only thet it is not Lowcanton. But there is no reason you can't have your jog, and your
night's deep. It doesn't need two of usto take a Sck man home.”

Nawvie put her am around my waigt, or tried to. “True, Papa, but if one of us stays, shouldn’t that
one be the doctor? As soon as we come to a reason-able-looking doorway, you can put m down and
leave me to wake the occupants. I'll meet you dong the sea road tomorrow, or whenever he's out of
dan-ger.”

Nahvah had succeeded in offending me. “That's bullshit! This is the land where women can own
nei-ther business nor land, and where women without family are property of the state. Do you think |
would leave you here for five minutes done ...”

“It looks like we go together,” she said.

We went on for only two miles | reckon, but be—

cause of the cold, the burden, and the worry, it seemed hdf the night. We fird, encountered a few
hay sheds. buildings scarcely more then a thatched roof on pillars, now dmos empty of lagt year's
har-vest. Next we came to huts that looked like miniature versions of the sheds, except that rocks had
been piled roughly to reach to the eaves and a wooden door shoved into place in the center. Though we
knocked loudly, no one came to help.

Dinaos was now groaning congtantly, and the air was too cold for a sck man, however fevered.
Over the flagstones of the good road | began a lumbering run toward whet looked like the candles of a
village

It was atown of very old style, with tiny houses of mud and wood palings leaning for support aganst
the stone outer wdl of a cagtle. | knocked at a couple of houses that had lights in the upper win-dows,
only to see the lights blown out.

Nawvi€ s gaze was caught by the big spiked door that marked the end of the road from the sea, the
door that led thxough the castle wal. Upon it was graved and painted a Sgil, and she hed up the limp
hand of Count Dinaos. She has inherited my sharp vison.

“Look, Papa. We're there.” Immediately she be-gan to pound on the huge and heavy door. It made
no noise. She shouted, in Cantoner. | joined her, though by now | had little hope.

There was a bawling reply, and then a loud curse, and from the west down the sireet came a big,



heavy man, somewhat pearshaped. When he came dose, the embroidered emblem on his tal cap could
be seen to be a variaion upon that of Dinaos.

He was waving a bludgeon as he came. He showed no sgns of stopping as he got, closer. “We have
awounded man,” cdled Nawvie.

“You'll have three dead menin aminute, you goat-fucking Harborman thieved” he roared back, and
he swung at the closest thing to him, which was the head of the count.

| did not let the blow find its target, and my daughter did not permit the fdlow to have another shot.
With her little knife she stabbed between the bones of his hand, locking it to the wood of the bludgeon.
Next she pulled hand and bludgeon up behind his back, and as he stood there wobbling with his legs
braced, she grabbed his genitds from behind and sent him to the ground.

“Think of it as afavor, | sad to the man, as cdmly as | could. “Had you succeeded in hitting his
lordship, | think he would have killed not only you, but your entire family. Am | right?’

The sheriff’'s man (for so | learned he was) fixed his panwidened eyes at the face of Dinaos. He
gasped and prayed to God the Father, which is the only divine aspect recognized by the orthodox
Low-c.antoner. He scrambled to his feet, regardless of the damage done his privates, and o terrified
was he that he tried to fish the gate keys from his pocket with a hand ill impaed by Navvi€' s jeweled
knife. She removed the impediment.

The white stone of the gateway darkened in speck-les, for the guard’s hand was dill splashing blood.
Aswe stepped through into darkness, | could smel it, and could smdl pine resin as wdl. Homesickness
for my black Velonyan forests nearly made mered, or perhaps it was the awkward weight of the maen |
carried.

Navvie led me over awakway of gravd and stone. | hated to trust the whole job of protection to my
little daughter, but | could not give her the no-bleman to carry. Even if she could have managed the
weight, his red heds and ringed fingers would have dragged in the gravdl.

Ancther wall approached, this one mottled with vines instead of blood. | heard the resounding
knock, and fdt warmth as the arr within met my wet dothes and sty face. Here was the source of the
pine incense.

There was speech, very quick and in diaect, so that | could not understand, but | stepped forward
s0 the door could not be shut on us. Beside me glim-mered the face of a woman, decently dressed and
of middle years, with her black hair braided and lac-quered tight to her head. She did not seek out the
count’s face, but ingead his left hand, with the Sgnet of carneian. She started an dmogt noisdess
howl-ing.

“We need a bed!” shouted Nawvie in her seacoast Cantoner, teking the woman by both shoulders.
“And blankets! | am a doctor, and will need water for my medicined”

| Sghed and shifted the weight. “Bedlowing doesn’'t make the foreigner understand better, Nah-vah.
And remember, it's we who are the foreigners”

| tried in Cantoner mysdf, and when the lady paid no more atention than before, | tried Vdonyie,
and then Rayzhia and Zaguashlon. To my wonderment, the Zaguashlon worked. Her lament, if such it
was, faded into a series of gasps, and she met my gaze like a human being. | repeated Nawvi€'s lig of
re-qufrements.

The woman touched hislimp hand again, with one hestant finger. “But he's dead. Only the daves of
the household have the, right to lay out a Conjon. Y ou may not touch him!”

“The man is not dead; he's hot as a furnace. Since when do the dead run afever?’

Thistime she touched his lean and briny face. “Not dead?’ She did not sound much happier.

“I have an ideg,” whispered Nawvvie. She took the count’s hand from the woman’s grasp, held out the
sgnd, and pointed with it. “A bed, you old hag! Clean sheets and hot water! Show respect for your
master or | will have your hand off at the elbow!”

In four seconds the womean had disappeared the way she had come. | gaped a my daughter. “I do
hope you' ve done more than just to scare her off, my dear,” | said, and Nahvah merdly shrugged.

“Or impd her to have us spitted,” | added.

We continued our progress dong the stone pas-sageway toward light and the odor of pine. | heard



light feet pattering nearer and soon we were sur-rounded by servants, both mae and femae. None of
them volunteered to take the burden from me, and indeed no one touched Count Dinaos or helped his
body avoid the furniture except Navvie and my-sdif.

There were dairs, | remember, and large rooms with tiled floors that echoed in an empty fashion.
Nawvie mentioned the place seemed old to her: old and in poor repair. The bed to which they led us,
however, was degant after its fashion. It was a cab-inet-bed, made of some black and oily wood that
had been carved into an gpproximation of lace. The sheets were sk, but thin with age, and my practica
daughter shook out one of our own woolen blankets and lay the count’ sfilthy form upon it.

Instead of hot water from the kitchen, we were given a tripod charcod burner and a heavy cauldron
of iron. | stripped the wet finery from our patient, while Nahvah communicated the idea of towes to the
householders. We had him clean, if not comfort-able, and under blankets ten minutes later. Soon the air
gtank of angdlica and other herbs.

| do not have the at of making unconscious peo-ple obey me, but Nahvah does. Though
he—seemed no more dive than a doll—a hot doll—he took med—

idne from her and he swallowed for her and even tried to rall over on command to be washed.

Imagine the spadassassin Count Dinaos of Low-canton, feared by the entire populace of Canton and
parts of Veonya and Rezhmia, ralling over on com-mand. In the exigencies of the moment | put that
memory away in my head, to wonder over a leisure. It took both of us to hold his hot shivering body il
for the rag and towe.

The blade that hit im had come close to the lung, but by his breething and the lack of blood in his
mouth, Nahvah guessed it had not pierced the lung sac itsdf. Even the outer membrane, she said, would
be bound to become infected if touched by sted or lead, and we could only hope. She packed the hole
with a drawing poultice, and as | held up his torso for the job, | could see evidence that he had paid dues
for his kill with the rapier; there were three or four puckered scars, one very near his throat, and a
number of long, pink seams that | doubt came from encounters with berry bushes.

“Wdl, it is no migaken identity,” | sad to her. “This must be the wicked swordsman we were
warned about”

“l didn't doubt it for aminute,” she answered dryly. Then he was clean, dosed, wrapped, and warm,
and there was nothing to do but watch.

Nahvah took the cauldron off the brazier and used it to warm hersdlf. She looked around the room
and up toward the rough beams of the cdling. “This is like the old castle in Vestinglon—the abandoned
one with the big stones and no glass in the windows.”

“But | wouldn't pay a crown-eighth to tour it | replied. We were both Hill damp, and the wool of my
trousers steamed vishbly up into the darkness. “Thisis theater,” | said “We need awitch.”

“I'll do,” said my daughter, and she made a dircuit of the wals. Her skirt crackled as she moved: |
sup-pose from the sdlt. “You know, Papa, | see previous working on some of these stones. Could it be
that there was an even older building here, in the middle of nothing?’

“Lowcanton daims to be the most ancient of northern cultures. No, actudly it daims to be the only
culture among us. But why rebuild on such a barren site? Wdl, Nawvie, it could be there was good
harborage here once, and the sea eddies changed. Or it could be this was fertile soil, but they overgrazed
it with goats and sheep. Or it could be.. . . *

“It could be they are coming to get us soon. There' s dways that to think about.”

She had reached the hangings of the window, and gave them a resounding whack in housewifdy
dyle. From my position at the brazier 1 could smdl the mildew. | was sorry my daughter’s mind was
hunt-ing thet trail; | had tried to conced from her my own worry. *Y ou mean the guard you wounded?’

She shrugged and leaned into the window embra-sure. Her amdl feet left the ground before she
could touch the window itsdf. “At least thereis glass here: not calves' intestines or paper. And it opens, |
think.

“lI mean anyone of the household or of the village who saw us. And remember, there was some
sur-prise the boat’ s cgptain had for us. He wanted us on land close by here”

| wasn't certain of that. “Perhaps he meant the surf to do for us. More likey, we were never



in-tended to survive once he had usin the boat”

Nawie had disappeared behind the drapery. | heard a scrape of iron, and her fig pounding the
framework of the window. A gust of cold ar made the glow of the brazier dance through the room, like
light on water. “I don’'t know, Papa. | don’t know what the Felonk meant, and | don’'t know whet the

Lowcanton lord means—if he lives to mean any-thing. | have my suspicions, but | have never fdt in
S0 ambiguous a position before.”

The gugt stopped. “Be comforted, daughter,” | caled out to her. “I have. | have”

| went out into the halway to find what had be-come of the occupants of the castle who had shown
usin, if not welcomed us. The chamber door had a bar, and | requested my daughter to close it behind
me, and hoped she could hear me knock behind the archaic thickness of the oak. The hdl was without
light, and only the echoes of my footsteps and the unnamed sense that informs the skin of one's face
helped me avoid the walls.

Y ears ago, before Nahvah's birth, | had been lost within a building of wicker, where sound, arr, and
light conspired to confuse me. Here | invoked again the <kill | had learned there, retracing in darkness the
seps | had taken encumbered by a man much tdler than 1. The wind had come up, and as it twisted
through the lightless passages, it brought a ghost of the surf with it, and | had a vison of mysdf log in the
darkness below the water. Sucked down like the Felonk captain, into black weightiness.

Where the mongters lived.

At one intersection of ways my indinct deserted me, and | stood without an idea of how to, go. Nor
was | certain of the route | had come. | imagined Navvie by the glowing brazier, where the lacework of
the cabinet-bed cast intricate shadows on a Sick man's face, and the sound of his breathing kept her from
being done. | was not afraid for my witch-daughter, not at this moment. | wanted to hide be-hind her
skirts.

| heard voices aong one groined passageway: an-imated voices m Zagquashlon, accompanied by the
sound of dattering metd. This comforted me enough to choose, for though the clatter might be that of
blades or armor, | wanted it to be the sound of pots and pans. In another moment odor joined sound to
lead me, and | came to a cavernous kitchen with a half-dozen shabby people clustered a one end of a
heavy oak table, eating.

| greeted them in the Zaguashlon colloquid to Warvaa. They stared. My stomach, impressed by the
nearness of ther dinner, greeted them in uni-versd language.

“My daughter and | would be grateful for a ladle of that porridge,” | said, and | took a hard chair
without invitation.

They stared.

“We are hungry. | rowed your count to shore and then carried him dl the way here”

The same woman who had met us at the door, and who sat at the head of the table now, answered,
“The count himsdf will have to command the din-ner, paistye. Then it will be more than porridge.”

Thar brown, blue, and hazd eyes were oblique, and they turned their heads dightly away from me.

“I'm not alord—a paistye, a hut-crusher-woman. There is no need to use your Zaguash can-niness
agang me. I've done backbreaking work for this household, and | will take my due” | rose from the
char feding heavier than | had when | sat down, found mysdf bowls and spoons, and took them to the
ample pot on the stove. One | filled for Navvie, and | put both down on the table where the servants
were edting. | was o hungry | redly didn’t taste the porridge.

“You tak like you're Zaguash yoursdf,” said one of the men. “What with your ‘backbreaking work’
and your ‘dues and dl.” Even the Zaguashlon peo-ple find their own dy stubbornness comicdl.

“I lived some yearsin Warvala and outside, keep—

ing order intheinns” | told him. He nodded.

The old woman was not so easily gentled. “You didn't tak like any common man when you came in,
nor did that—that girl of yours.”

| caught her eye. “Madam. If you think | am a paistye after dl, then how is it you dare speak of my
daughter that way? To my face?’ Her head sank be-tween the protective wings of her shoulders, and she
gave me alook | am more used to getting from snakes.



“Either | am a lord and you give me respect due to alord, or | am a man among you, and you are
bound to give aman ad when heis sent to your house on the duties of your house.”

| heard the same man whisper, “Paistye or man, thisfelow is definitdy Zaguash.”

| was finished with the bowl of porridge. | had thought:I’d want another, but it filled my stomach
uneesly, like briars and burrs.

“Now to the second matter. Y our count will need care. My daughter must explain the use of the teas,
and the tending of his shoulder.”

The old woman spoke, and there was a kind of grim gleein her voice. “He doesn't have a body men
here. Ther€ s no one who can do thet at dl.”

“I'm not taking about fancy taloring, woman. I'm talking about washing an, injury. A sck man. Your
madter.”

“Yes, yes, the magter. So we can’t touch him, Not alowed. Not until he's dead, and, then we have
to lay him out”

“He snot dying,” | said defendvey. | wasn't re-dly certain.

“Then we can’t touch im at dl. We're house ser-vants. His body servants aren’t here, so no one
can touch him. Againg the law.”

They dl nodded forcefully. They had me now. “If

| did touch the master, and him dive, then I'd die, by law. By law. So | won't.”

The man who had spoken narrowed his narrow eyes and said, “But you, there. Paistye or man,
you've touched him aready. Lots. And if you're a lord after dl, then it's none of our business. And if
you're man like us, then you're forfeit already. So no fear.

“You touch his body. You feed m histea. You do it,” he said, with a fine sense of judgment. “And
that girl of yours,” added the old woman.

Nawvie ae her porridge more moderatdly than | had and, | hope, in lessirritating company. “1 wasn't
sure we could leave him anyway, Papa. He is fever-ish, and there's a lot of work in forcing liquids into
him”

In counterpoint to this, the count groaned. He opened his eyes, which were black mirrors from the
poppy sedative. | took a candle and went over to see if he wanted something. He gazed up a me and
sghed. “Barbarian angd,” he said very dearly and closed his eyes and added, “beauty cuts like the light
off asword.” Then he was adeep again.

“Hesnot withusat dl,” | said.

| noticed there was an dteration in the gloomy room. The absence of two of the velvet curtains made
it even gloomier. These had not gone into the sickbed, as | firg thought, but out the window.

“Itisonly twenty feet or 0,” said Navvie. “Down to rubble at the back of the castle. | made a ladder
in case we must leave quickly.”

| shoved open the casement and examined the thing. “Wha a good little housewife you are s0
handy. And how negily you broke the glassto tieit to the iron frame. | am proud of you.”

Nawvie stood behind, poking the charcod of the brazier. At last she said, “I’'m sorry, Papa. I'm redly
sorry.”

| turned. “ About what, my dear?’

“Thet you are s0 sad. About Rudof. The uncer-tainty. Abandoning our home in Canton.”

| felt my grief risng even as she named it. “It's for you I'm worried, Nahvah,” ‘| sad to her. “This
mudt be very hard for you.”

She shook her dark head. “No. I'm 4ill in my twenties, and many of these incidents are happening to
mefor thefirg time. Thereis afascination in that, even when uncomfortable. For you, though .. .”

At my daughter’s advice | sat down againg the wal of the bed and dlowed mysdf to fed fifty-five
years old. | had needed it.

All night we kept the brazier burning, though it re-quired stepping out to replace the fud oursalves.
No one interrupted us, and | heard dmost no human sounds from within the stony habitation. Sometime
around midnight | went looking for the earth closet, and found instead a convenience not much different
from an antique garderobe.



Nahvah fdl adeep stting up cross-legged, her blanket hooded over her. | had seen her rest this way
before, when she wanted to be ready to hear a patient, should he wake. / knew her knees would suffer
for it, and her feet go dl pins and needles, and yet | didn’'t want to wake her up to tdl her to go to deep
agan. As | watched her in the flickering light, | kept going along didogue with Arlin.

In my mind, Arlin becomes more vocd than she ever did in life, when she communicated by the
qudity of her slences. The slence of the grave is so overwheming that it has drowned that language for
us, so in my imagination she could only talk. Often we talk about Nawvie.

| didn't know why she was dill with me, a the age of twenty-seven. Twenty-seven is old for a
womean to find a man and leave her parents. Always for some disressing and worthless man. Ten years
previoudy, we had lived on tenterhooks because of our daughter’s wild affections; there had been the
assistant head groom a Veonyie Paace, who be-haved like the worst of his own gdlions, and then the
third son of Duke Gorman; who was not only featherheaded but too close kin to me to be accept-able.
From this boy’s blond, bumptious mindlessness she recoiled into the arms of the chaplain-in-training to
the king himsdf, who was so very respectful and serious she could have ground him for a desping
powder.

We had not raised Navvie in a manner that made it possible for us to inditute a rule of force at that
late date. | don’t know what imprudences she com-mitted with any of these young or not-so-young
hopefuls. 1 would not know how to ask. For a few years we wondered whether illegitimacy could be
inheritable, and we would have been in no way sur-prised to have been presented with another stray
branch to the family tree.

Then it dl trickled away, and here was my beaurtiful tiny daughter, proficient and loving and
un-flappable, aone but for Papa.

She should have gone by now, | said to Arlin. | spoke slently, as dways when speaking to ghosts.

Arin consdered a moment before answering. An animd, like a dog, or even a lion, she
answered—slently, as ever—bides with its mama for a little while and then becomes too big and too
much bother, and it gets spanked away. Thereis no great pain there, and little memory.

Nahvah never became too much bother, | said to

Arlin, who seemed to laugh. Little memory, she said again.

But (my dead lady continued) if a man takes thelittle lion and raises it outsde of its brute nature, the
regiection does not happen. Not unless the taming man forcesiit.

And s0 | should drive her away? | whispered. | was astonished and worried at the thought.

Thelion raised by men is not alion anymore, she replied. So whét isit to do? What is the man to do?

| found | was rocking in place with my concern, and my head went thump againg the wooden sde
of the bed | leaned againg. Is our daughter then not a woman anymore? Have we done her such a
dam-age?

Arlin's voice grew sharper. She is not a brute hu-man being. We were very careful she should not
be. Did | not remember Powl |eading her in the riddles of reason before her mouth could form her words
right? Remember the game “What makes what thing happen?’ carried out to the ninth place, with both of
them on the ground, dirty-kneed and keen, and her finishing the proof-of-reversal before the old
phi-losopher? And the water dock she designed out of bark tubes and kitchen gear before she was ten?

Y ou should see her experimenta pigtal, | said proudly.

In some disgust Arlin said, | have seen her exper-imenta pistol.

Our daughter outgrew most of the human race before she was twenty. Yet she looks like a little
girl-df, and the brutes treat her as alittle girl-df. So did Rudof, who, should have known better.

Is Rudof there with you? | asked wigtfully, but no other voice except Arlin's answered me, and she
would not be distracted. We created in Nahvah a londy, sdf-contained person. Well, why not? The
world isalondy place, and he who doesn’t fed that has a head of wood. Besides: her blood is of dl the
arisocracy of the northern nations, would you ex-pect her to warm to many?

| was stung. Powl never taught you such idess, | said to her, nor did we teach them to Nahvah. He
sad the only blood connected with aristocracy was the innocent blood they shed on the earth.

Asaways, when | got hot, the Arlinin my head stopped talking.



“Good morning,” said Dinaos, though it was not yet anything like morning. Caled out of a dream, |
thought it was Arlin again. | stood in confuson as he rumbled open the lacy wooden sde of the bed.

Navvie was 4ill in her place, and as | had feared, her legs didn't want to support her. Carrying my
blanket as a shawl, | approached the man on the bed. | put my hand to his forehead and he didn’'t resst
me.

“l don’'t know if you're dill fevered, my lord,” | said, “but your bed is damp with sweat. That's a
good sgn, I'mtold.”

He grinned with atight mouth. “It’'s a damn chilly Sgn, Aminsanaur.”

“Well take care of that,” | said, and | assisted my daughter to her feet.

Count Dinaos blinked a usin the puzzing light of the brazier. “Have you become my servants?’

“The only ones who seem to be operative,” mur-mured Navvie, and as he dill glanced around him |
added, “We were not able to find the magic word to bring the household to life There is a great ded of
Zaguash legdiam here, it seems”

He sghed. “Our common folks are of that ancient, stubborn line. | understand every nasal-mouthed
peasant among them. I’ll command obedience.”

| had been entirdy frustrated with the servants a moment ago, but this statement opened a flood of
memoaries “The word for nobleman is * paistye —hut-crusher,” Powl had said, teaching me the outlawed
language of Zaguashlon, with which he hel ped make me an outlaw. | saw again the face of a teamster lad
inWarvala, so much like my own | recognized my foreign origins for the firg time.

“| too am of that ancient, stubborn ling” 1 said to the count. His eyes widened and his thin-cut mouth
gave an undigguised giggle “l am a panter,” he sad. “I can't deny the bones of Rezhmia when | see
them.” He looked like he would say more, but he laid his head down again and concluded. “But you
would be utterly useless as a servant.”

“I'm afraid s0.”

Dinaos took a few deep breaths and rose again, more dowly. “Fetch me one of these renegades.
Force-march himin here, if need be. We re gaing to have need of them.”

| nodded, dropped my blanket in a heap, and made for the door. Before | readied it | heard my
daughter saying dryly, “Y ou seem to have no diffi-culty meking a servant of him after al.”

Asl| closed the door behind me, Count Dinaos was laughing again.

Of course, the gaff was dl abed, and locating ther little cupboard-sized rooms in that pile took me
until firgt light. To add to my problem, each wooden bed-room door was fixed within by a diagond
wooden brace thet rested in ajoint on the floor. | was com-pelled to backtrack to the kitchen and beat a
pot with a spoon urtil dl in that wing of the house must’have been awake. Awake, but not out of their
bedrooms.

Fndly, the room | had chosen for my drum tattoo emitted a scuffle of footstep& When | decided
some-one was on the other sde of the door, | bellowed,

“Count Dinaos demands your attendance!”

| had chosen the chamber of the very woman who had let usin the night before and made my evening
rancorous. It seemed she dept in her gown, with a hat over her lacquered hair. “So he's not dead,” she
sad, voice devoid of emoation.

“No,” | answered her. “He' s up and about.” | dropped the pot and spoon déttering to the floor and
left them there. Hafway down the hdl | turned again and shouted, “Check and checkmate. | win,” and
then | ran back to the sickroom.

The woman had been right; with the count com-manding it, the kitchen would produce more than
porridge. There were eggs in that breskfast, and white bread and lots of dried fruits sweet de, and
coffee. The de sent our wounded man back to deep, but Navvie said that was probably a good idea
She had thought to prompt him to cdl for warm water and a tub, which was dedlivered &fter he had
re-turned to deep. | stood in the doorway lest the two young men who brought in the big urn try to take
it out again before we could use it. | did not know how far the servants legdism would stretch. With this
warm water we were able to wash ourselves as wel as the most objectionable of our salt-caked clothes.
The soapy sat water | threw out the win-dow.



When the lads returned for the copperware, | asked casudly for the news. “You are the news,
paistye” answered one of them, bowing warily to me.

“I meant something of more worldly importance. Y ou see, we have been out of touch for some time,
Are there no rumors, at leest?’

Rumors are as much a part of the Zaguash tongue as nouns and verbs.
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The lad considered the wet bottom of the copper tub. “Well, there's only that Velonya is a war.
That'sin the past week.”

My head spun. “At war with whom, boy?’ My voice mus have betrayed agitation, for both fdlows
rased ther brown, untrustful eyes to me and stood dill, like deer caught by a dark lantern. “With
whom?’ | asked more moderately.

It seemed the lad had trouble with his words—unusud condition for a Zaguash man. “With
Velonya | guess” He hefted his end of the tub and his mate took the other. “That's dl | know, my
lord,” he said and backed shuffling out of the room.

The day was windy. | remember the sound that whined through the hole my daughter had stuck into
the window. | remember the banging of the window itsdf againg its metd frame. Dinaos woke again in
midmorning, very thirsy and hungry. We dl had a second breskfast, after 1 had run and found the
housekeeper.

“What do you do usudly when you need assis-tance, my lord? Bellow?’ | asked the nobleman.

He glanced up from his plate, shrugged and cursed (either a his wound or at the impertinent
question), and answered, “I don’t usudly travel done. Or with rogue northern dukes sons.” He glanced
a Nawvie, who was making bandages out of one of his monogrammed sheets. “Nor do | usu-dly trave
with my own doctor, but it seems | chose appropriately thistime. If there was choice in-volved.”

“l seem to recdl our little boat ride being your idea,” she said.

He sat up draighter and spun hissiver charger to the flagstones, like a boy skipping stones over the
pond. It added its racket to tha of the wind. “If the dternative is being daughtered, do you 4ill cdl it a
choice?’

“Of course,” said my daughter and |, together. | added, “Many of our best choicesin life are thus”

He gave me along stare with his black-brown eyes. * Terhgps that atitude explans why you are here,
gtting by a foreign bedstead, waiting for the L owcanton government to discover you and take you.”

| wondered at the intengty of his regard, and put it down to the tincture of poppy Nawvie had
admin-igered. “We could not leave you lagt night, my lord. We will now, though, if you are awake
enough to dominate the Zaquash horde you employ here”

He snorted, then winced, putting a hand to hisinjury. “I do not employ them, Duke Nazhuret. | own
them. They were dl bred here. When | have the choice—choice again—I’d rather tame a pirate. And as
for leaving me, you will not be able to do that.”

Very moderately Nawvie said, “How will you stop us, my lord?’

“I’'m not going to stop you, my lady. I’'m going with you.”

“Why?" | asked of him. “How?’ Navvie de-manded.

“In the coach. | think | left the coach here, when | was by last. Of coursg, in three years the straps
may have perished, or the whed-felloes dried apart, but | think the coach is our best hope. If these
people of mine haven't eaten my horses. And why is it the best choice? Because you won't make it the
few miles otherwise. These border peasants kill what-ever creature they have not seen before.”

Laborioudy, Count Dinaos crawled out of bed. “Get my trousers ready,” he cdled over his shoulder
as he walked heavily over the stone floor and out the door. “I’'m going to the privy.”

“I'm afrad he'll fdl,” | murmured to Navviein Veonyie.

“No chance,” she whispered back. “ Arrogance buoys him up.”

| sudied his retreating figure. “ Arrogance is only one herb to the recipe. There's something he is
hid-ing, that one ...

“I think he fancies you, daughter.”

Her stare was asfixed as the count’s. “No, Papa. You misundersand.” | explained. don't mean you



like him; I know better. But there is something there ...”

“Papa, you misunderstand.” She added, “And | think you'd better have his trousers ready.” Nawvie
gave me a brief hug as | started looking for them. “My old pirate,” she said.

They had not eaten the horses, but neither had they fed them well. The four gray trotters should have
been high-headed and round in neck and quar-ters, and instead they were skin stretched over bar-rels.
The coach itsdf had been rained on, and at some time had served as a roosting spot for birds.

Inafury only dightly thinned by weakness, the count ordered the horses groomed and a good feed
of oats for each. The servant who harnessed them sghed and sighed, and | was certain the oats in
question had been destined for the castle kitchen.

Nawie eyed the ederly vehide with some doubt “Are the roads between here and the border sound
enough for this, my lord?’

He was leaning upon both of us, dressed in clothes that Hill sparkled with sdt. “Either they are or
they aren't, my lady, and if they aren’t we'll dl rall on the ground.”

Dinaos amiled at the idea. He opened the door of the coach, rdeasing an odor of dried lesther and
mil-dew. He did in and we followed.

This was my firg glimpse of the eastern border of Lowcanton. It was barren and rocky, and |
won-dered that the northerly winds could blow dry over here, cross the sea, and dump such benign
moisture on foggy Morquenie and on Rezhmid s vineyards. The winter grass was dead, not from cold but
drought, and the soil made an inadequate covering on the bones of the earth.

Those bones made our progress troublesome, intruding themsdves a odd places in the packed
road. The legther straps that suspended the body of the coach creaked and groaned every time a whed
hit one of these rocky outcrops and the seats bounced as though we were being tossed in a blanket.

The count groaned with the leather. “Ow, | would fire that coachman, if | could!” He held his injured
shoulder dill with the opposite hand.

“You could dways free him,” suggested Navvie as she supported him from the other side.

“Free hm as a reward for his usdessness?” He laughed heartily, despite the pain. “Actudly, dear
lady, | can't. By law.”

“Thar laws here are very complex,” | railed across Dinaos's back. “I’'m beginning to understand
thet,” she returned.

The road lifted out of our bowl of rocks and emp-tied onto a windy plateau where a highway ran
east and west. Dinaos gave a satidfied sgh. “You will not understand us while you think of us as the
south-mogt part of your northern group of nations. Instead, Lowcanton is the northernmost of the
southern countries. Culturdly we are mogt like Claiden Range.”

“But with fewer camels” | said, and he nodded.

“And monkeys,” added Navvie, and after a mo-ment the count answered. “Oh, we have monkeys,
my lady. We just left a number of them behind.”

My laughter died as | remembered Powl’s words. “It is a provincid, narrow-minded attitude to see
an-other group of people looking more like animas than our own race. Besides. Was it redly another
group the Lowcantoner was mocking, or my own? | stared out the open window at a yelow-dun world.

“You know whét is the best thing about this re-gion?’ Dinaos asked, five minutes | ater.

“The s0litude?

“Thelight. Dry eastern Lowcanton by the water has the most ussful light in the world.”

Nawvvie cleared her throat. “Is one sort of light more ussful than another? Assuming there' s enough...”

“For a painter, it is. This hard, empty light is per-fect. It does not interfere with the subject, but
do-rifiesit. Except for that reason, | would never come to thisdingy place at al.

“Thet, and the fact that | cannot sdl my border properties under crown law.”

We passed a colorless sort of village, where gray board-sided huts and grayer stone cottages
endured the wind's blast, and .rows of split fish, drying like laundry on lines, flanked the road. | saw only
one person—a shape that darted behind one of the huts and did not reappear. The predatory peasants of
the region had no courage before the sght of a noble's coach, however dreary and inadequatdly pulled.

“How far are we?’ Nawvie asked. “From the bor-der?’



“About hdfway,” he answered, and above his voice and the creak of the coach and the dep of the
trotting hooves | heard other sounds. other voices, other hooves.

Without spesking, | sought my pack on the floor-boards and loosened the dowhee. Navvie leaned
out the other window. “Could we have been reported aready, less than a day off the ship?’

“Jud,” sad the count without atempting to crawl over one of us. “If there was enough moonlight,
they might have docked a Bugd, in Ighdun, and sent a message back over the border here to Welz,
where there is a cavary dation. If they moved spritdy. Or it could be the essentid mdice of my house
daff—though | believe they would rather live, on the whole”

“They are cavdry,” | caled behind me, leaning out and squinting as best 1 could with eyes that used
to be sharper. “Lighthorse, | believe, and regiond, not crown. There's no gold on the harness. They are
drawing toward us, but not at any great speed.”

“How many?’ asked Nawvie.

| admitted | couldn’t tdl: somewhere between gx and ten.. The count tugged me back indde the
coach. “Please spare the rude peasants the sght of a man hanging hdf out the window of a noble's
vehide. Whether they are Sx or ten will be of no metter.”

“You have a grest respect for our fighting abili-ties” sad my daughter. “Or none at dl,” | added.
Then it occurred to me he had not said he would support us or even be neutra in a confrontation
be-tween the soldiers of his government and us. He had never expressed any but a pragmatic unity with
us, born of the moment’s need. That need was now over.

“I would venture thet thislittle troop is combing the roads for foreign spies,” Dinaos said. “ Spies that
happened to survive being thrust ashore at twilight from a leaky, Harborman coastd tub.”

“Why not?’ asked my daughter. “They sent as-sassins into our house in Canton. When that didn’t
work, Lord Sbold himsdf came to the universty.”

The count sniffed and rubbed his shoulder. “So what is Sibold, that you should have been afraid of
him? A smple baron, an inadequate swordsman, a brute without art . “

“ ... the leader of a cadre of spies and cutthroats, whom we know to be after our lives” | conduded
for him.

“Exactly. That's why you ought to have spoken with him. Y ou might have learned something.”

The sound of the hooves drowned out his words. Dust rose in and around the coach. “I think we're
about to learn something now,” | answered.

“Stop the carriage!” The voice had not the accent of Dinaos, but it spoke in Cantoner, not Zaguash.
We had scarcely dowed when the count was past me with his face out the window. “Do so and I'll rall
your head down the road,” he shouted, ether a his unfortunate driver or the lieutenant on the tal bay
gdding. We joggled on

The bay horse backed hurriedly across the road-way. There was a pause, and then the lieutenant
sad, “Forgive me, Count Dinaos. We had no idea you were within.”

“Yetitismy coach, poor asit may be, with my coat of arms on the door, isit not?’

“Yes, but you ... we didn't know you had re-turned to Edad Province.”

Count Dinaos was dmogt lying across my lap by now, and | would find it very hard to draw. |
glanced to the other sSde of the coach, where Nawvie had drawn the tattered curtain over the window
and was very dill, pigtal resting in one hand and dowhee in the other. | had not even heard her move,

“Wdl, why should you?' asked the count with a clearly fdse bonhomie. “Am | to tdl you of my
movements? Do you suspect me of being a py?’

The lieutenant kept pace with our coach. | could catch glimpses of hisleg and the horse's side. Then
he leaned over the beast’s neck and | saw his face. “No, my lord. Of course, not. We're looking for a
couple of Harbormen, a man and a woman, who may have been let off a boat recently.”

Sill, the count did not move. My legs were fdling adeep. “Oh, lieutenant? How do you know this?’

“Sources,” the man answered diffly, and then he saw me. For a haf-dozen paces of the horse, he
sad nothing, and nether did 1. The count findly got off my lap. “Wél, | have no Harbormen with me, so
go about your business and stop rasing the dust.”

The lieutenant tried severd times to speak before he could control his voice. “But my lord, who is



thet with you?’

The count’s afability was now no thicker than a straw. “Ah yed These two are none of your
business. May | present to you Lord None of Your Business, and my Lady None of Your Busness”

The lieutenant was a frightened hound, but he was a hound. “I mug examine these people, Count
Dinaos. | mugst command you to stop.”

The afability disappeared. “Command dl you wish, you sinking lackey! But what effect you think it
will have upon me, | don’t know. Your Regiond Guard has no authority over me or mine not my person,
my house, my estate, my people, or my coach. If you dare to detain me you will not Smply die, fellow.
You will diein amanner of my inven-tion, and 1 am known for being inventive”

Now the head and the horse disappeared, from the window, and there was a confuson of horses
and voices behind us. “They can smply shoot thought the wal and have done with it. If they have
hand-guns,” said Nawvvie, but her voice was cam.

The count sank againg the squibs of the coach, groaning and favoring his, shoulder, which he had
somewhat mashed againg my ribs. “They can if the lieutenant is willing to murder me. But if so, he must
then kill his entire troop, elsewise a least one will eventudly betray him and he will be pulled by horses,
flayed, and sectioned.” Siffly he undid his belt and, holding his rapier by the scabbard, pounded the
pommd into the roofboards. “Fagter,” he caled to the coachman. “Make those sorry beasts remember
when they were dive”

The jarring of our progress increased, and the count wedged himsdf between Navvie and me for
support. Out of the window | saw the lieutenant draw up again, but he did not speak.

“They could amply kill your driver,” whispered Navwvie, who followed the cavdryman’'s progress
with her pigol.

The count Sighed. “The punishment would be no different. My body or my property.”

| heard one of the horses coughing. It seemed ter-ribly Sgnificant. | listened for unevenness in the
hoofbesats in front, but four horses made too complex a rhythm to follow. The dust in the air worsened.
The road seemed to grow worse.

Nawvie had the hardest time remaining in her seet, for she had <o little body weight. She dung to the
frame of the window with one hand and the front seam of the seat with the other. This faling, she
extended both legs and braced them againg the opposite seat. | remember how her long skirt bounced,
hillowing through the interior. “You know, Count Dinaos,” she said meditatively, “my departed mother
would have forgiven you anything but your trestment of your horses.”

“ He grunted and made use of both of usfor his own stability. “Your mother was an unusud woman,
Doctor.” His eyes narrowed and he looked directly a my daughter. “What should | do, then—stop and
wait for these yokels to lose interest in us?

Would your mother sacrifice your own life to rest four scrawny nags?”

Navvie kept hold and answered between clenched teeth. “It is because they are scrawny she would
not forgive you. Y ou Smply forgot they were here?’

“Not exactly,” he answered, his voice broken with a gasp as we hit the largest obstacle yet. “It is
merdy that | have morethan | ...”

As we regained the road after our brief flight, there was the crack of something wooden bresking,
followed by a grinding below, and then a terrible jarring as the horses dammed into ther harness, the
harness into the Sngletreg, the singletree into the kingpin, the kingpin into the coach body, and the coach
body into us.

“The off rear whed bearing.” | identified it. There was an ill-bred cheering outside quickly squelched
by a shout from the lieutenant.

“The axle is resting on the floorboards,” said the count pensively.

There was a knocking on the near door. “My lord count, you must stop,’ cdled the lieutenant. “Y our
horses are dragging the coach by main force.”

With a courtly bow of his head, Dinaos turned to Navvie. “Madam shdl decide. Do we stop, as he
uggests, or drag on?’

Navvie tried to smile “Not even my mother would ask you stop, my lord. Drag on.”



He pounded the roof with his pomme again. “Drive on, damn you,” he shouted. “Drive on!”

“Madger, | am afrad” came the unsteady answer. | had never thought to hear a Zaguashman admit
as much.

“All the more reason to drive on!”

There came a thump againg the rear wal of the coach, bardly audible over the grinding and the
hoofbesats. It was repeated and followed by another, louder. The blows were heavy enough to jar usin
our seats. The count cursed luridly. “Give me that,” he said, grabbing for the dowhee | held in a loose
grip. | did not seefit to argue with him. “Now, get over to the other sde: both of you.”

We did as he commanded and were rewarded by the sght of the Lowcantoner noble hacking
vidoudy a the shaped panes of his own coach. Firg there was a glimpse of light, then a breath of hot
dust, and then a ragged window looking out at the chests of horses.

The count bent to the hole even as two more blows rained around him. He put down the dowhee and
pointed through the opening. “You. And you. And you. You are dl dead men. Before the week is out
your flayed bodies will be covered in flies in the tan-ner's market & Wez. And your lieutenant for
dlow-ing this to happen.” His voice was just loud enough to carry, and it was very cold. The horses
dropped back from our window, and there was no sound but the increasing grinding of the whed and the
wors-ening banging of the wheels on the road.

Suddenly there was a dill cry from many throats, and | bent to see the entire troop coming forward
a us, sabersraised.

“Now they have nothing to lose” | said. | picked up ‘my dowhee and wondered what kind of fight
we could make of it in this wooden box. Navvie was leening out the window, her pisol in hand. She
would certainly take out the lieutenant before they dosed with us. Would they lose heart without ther
leader? Could she load again before we were re-duced to dose-fighting?

“l wouldn't worry about it,” said Dinaos, or rather he began to say it. There were three hard, even
bumps beneath us, and one of the ‘floorboards sprang up like awhip, missng my nose by inches.

The pursuing horses were close now, but for some reason coming no closer. A few swords were
thrown like knives, one of them dticking into the edge of the hole Dinaos had made, where it vibrated
damingly. The cavary faded behind, as did some of the dust. The coach shuddered to a stop. | heard a
horse coughing.

“Wl, that was the border,” said Count Dinaos.

| dared put my head to the window, only to meet the eyes of a soldier in different uniform. “Please
step out of the vehide,” he said in very poor Can-toner. | looked behind me, fird.

There was a wind-scoured wooden barracks and a amdl building with a peaked roof. Except for the
fulcrum-baanced gate across the road and an or-phaned little stretch of fence running fifty feet to e-ther
gde of it, there was nothing else of human provenance in Sght. Unless, of course, | were to count the
angry, milling cavarymen very close to the other sde of the gate. As | watched, the long chestnut tail of
one of the horses whipped over the white wood and that part of the Lowcantoner cav-dlry, at least, was
inlgheun. Soldiers, dressed in the dry-grass color of the little country’s army, pointed at this, and there
were some high words exchanged, which the wind didn’t bring to me. | got down and reached to hep
the count, whose face was sick and sweaty after his wood-chopping. He grinned like a shark.

“Count Dinaod” The soldier backed away and his Cantoner became incoherent. He gave the
universal 9gnd of one index finger inthe ar and ran back toward the buildings.

Nawvie came, trotting around the front of the coach. “Be careful, my lord, Papa. They may have a
ogun or bow, after dl, and we are wel within dis-tance.”

The count, looking fierce and martid in his vic-tory, pointed to a knot of Ighdunish regulars haul-ing
something into the road close to the gate. “Someone has a gun dl right, my lady, but it isn't that turncoat
cavary of mine”

It was a smdl cannon, but it seemed modern and hi good condition. As the cavary troop noticed it
they divided, hugging the edges of the road on dancing horses, and they waved their sabers taunt-ingly.

The atilleryman drew a couple of iron pins from the cannon’'s carriage, and the long brass barre
caught the sunlight as it swiveled toward the left, where the Lowc.antoner lieutenant had gathered some



of his men. They sprang to the right of the road and the cannon barrd followed. Spinning and curs-ing,
the entire troop retreated dong the highway, sheking thar usdess sabers.

“It was the miserable road that let me know how dose we were to the border. Within a hundred
yards or 0, the people refuse to do repair work. It is as though they fed their duties are attenuated by
the nearness of aforeign power. And the three bumps are directly under the gate, to prevent the border
from being forced by speed at night.”

“It was very close” | said, putting an arm around Nawvvi€' s shoulder.

“It was wonderful,” Dinaos answered, Stting himsdf heavily on the coach’s running board. In the
weariness tha follows criss, we watched a man march smartly toward us, wearing a goodly amount of
gold with his Ighdlun tan uniform.

“It may not be over yet,” murmured Navvie.

My knowledge of military uniforms was very out of date, but the wreath and two bars on the epaulet
had once meant mgor. | said as much to Count Di-naos, but he returned, “It doesn’'t matter what he is,
my friend. It is only important thet he knows what | am.”

And indeed, the fdlow gave Dinaos a sharp glance, my daughter and me a duller one, and bowed
smartly, dicking his heds. “Count Dinaos Proulin of Nor11 and Edad?’

“Yours as dways, Mgor,” drawled the count, dill seated.

“And these?’

“My party.”

The mgor spared hardly a glance for us. “Count Dinaos, | must ask you what this has meant—those
men chasng you.”

Dineos lifted his dark, heavy eyebrows. “1s there some question of my welcomein Ighehm, Mgor?’

The mgor, blinked and then shook his head hur-riedly. “Y ou misunderstand me, my lord. But if there
is some question of trouble with your own government, isit not better to let us know now?’

Dinaos got up. He made it take along time. “Why, my lord, you're wounded,” said the mgjor.

“One of my firg pleasures is duding, Mgor. The occasond pinking is, accessory to that. It keeps
me sharp.

“But let me tdl you that you misunderstand what you have seen. That rabble on horseback is not
Low-canton cavadry, but outlawsin fancy dress. At least four of them have been judged and condemned
to be sectioned. When caught. They assaulted us on the highway where no man could see”

This at leadt, was the truth. All of it was truth, if one considered that the count had the power to
out-law, and to condemn to torture and death a whim. The mgor was willing to be convinced. He
nodded even more forcefully. “If you will be so kind as to Sgn a paper to that effect, Count Dinaos ...”

The count bowed his head gracioudy. “I am going to my house in Bugd. You can bring it to me
there” He dimbed into the wrecked coach again and sghed gudily. “Get us a trgp or wagon from my
property on the south side,” he cdled out. “I am going to take a nap.”

Property? On the south side of what? Bugd? Where was Bugd from here? | ran to the horses, with
the idea of pulling one out of harness and riding away in three directions at once, when Nawvie pulled my
deeve. “He means the coachman, Papa.”

| watched the Zaguash servant disappear into the dusy distance, bouncing as he rode the
high-stepping trotter bareback. “What's to bring him back, my lord?’ | asked. “Ighdun has no davery. “

Dinaos opened his eyes in irritation. “Ighdun has no davery but nether has Lowcanton any wal
around it. Any borderman with ambition ran long ago.” He closed his eyes again.

Before the early winter twilight had fdlen, we were aboard a light, open carriage of two seats and
riding into the town of Bugd. The architecture was Rezhmian, though the people were generdly tdler and
larger-boned than my mother’s kind, and the language was nothing like. 1 had never studied it and rardly
heard it spoken, for Ighdun is a very smdl country.

The ground was 4ill rocky, but here there were locust trees and a kind of squat oak that hdd its
battered leaves through the winter. There was dso a good attempt at agriculture. We passed a vineyard,
where the vines were thick around as a man’sthigh and trained on low fences to shade their own roots.

“This place doesn’'t make a lot of wine, but it's very good,” said Dinaos, coming out of his dumber



suddenly. “Some of it is fermented under pressure in the bottle, and some fortified.”

| asked him how his shoulder was doing. “It hurts more, and | want something to drink,” he said.
With a wary glance at my daughter he added, “ Something nonmedicind. But no matter. Well be a my
house within a haf-hour.”

| didn’t say anything, having had some little ex-perience with Count Dinaos s houses, and | didn’'t say
anything again when the pleasant, two-story housefront came in view, in neat red brick and white trim,
with ranks of glossy windows and a carriage drive edged with evergreens. | said nothing but | dmost
wept in relief.

Here the servants greeted him at the door. Since they had warning of our arrivd, there had been time
to begin preparation of a lordly dinner. Before this, there were large tubs, and many hands to draw the
water. While | soaked, these same hands washed my clothes: dl of them.

Nawvie and | were served our dinner done, the count keeping to his bed, and afterward, we went
out into the evening garden, where there was run-ning water and fittings of dabaster that shone like white
flowersin the lagt light. | left my daughter Saring at the ornamentd fish, with some questions in her mind
as to whether they were adeep. | went into the rose garden, which was in this season a cir-cle of black
branches and large thorns. | felt rather like the roses, and | sat mysdf on the marble bench in the center.
It was cold to st on, even through my borrowed woolens.

Powl Inpress, earl of Dardn, was dtting next to me. | turned in surprise and the thought came to me
that we were the same age, he and 1. Perhaps his mind was working in that channd, for he said qui-etly,
“Tdl me which of two men is dead—the one who changed, or the one who stopped changing?’

| opened my mouth, not knowing what | would say, but he was quietly gone.

| was very tired. | sat as composedly as | knew how, because Navvie was approaching, and things
were hard enough on her without letting her know her odd father was becoming gill more odd. She sat
behind me on the end of the bench and rested one hand on my shoulder. “1 remember him as bigger than
that. Of course, | was achild”

“What?’

“When Powl died. | was a child”

| turned on the cold marble. | noticed her breeth made douds in the air. We were not that far south,
and it was winter. “You saw hm 7’

Navvie nodded. “Very dearly.” She did not ask me whether he had spoken, or if so, what he said. |
was tempted to ¢ ask if she ever heard the voice of her mother in conversation with me, but | feared to
know the answer. We got up and went indoors.

No one in Bugd knew very much of what was hgppening in Velonya. Ighdun is a little country that
auffers the influence of its large neighbors, Lowcan-ton and Rezhmia It has no wegpon except to
en-courage these two agang each other, and the difficulties of the northwestern kingdom were
im-portant to them only inasmuch as they might be used for that purpose. | spent the next day and
eve-ning seeking information and another ship.

The best information | got came from my second search, for in Port 13uge | found out tha the
packet ship Nananie had docked the morning previous, with twenty-two passengers and five crew, and
twenty-gx stories of what had happened aboard it. The one man who had no story, the tongueless
Sieben, had something better in the sealed authorization of Count Dinaos. The company had supplied a
locd captain and one extra sailor, and they had gone again, leaving the ex-pirate behind. No one knew
where he went.

| dso learned that the shipping line was cutting short its trips around the Morquen Sea and avoiding
Veonya dtogether. There had been violence in Mor-quenie and a threat of confiscation of foreign
prop-erties. There were smdler companies that ill ran short-line service between Morquenie and
Rezhmiathe City, and | was told these were crowded now with dvilians flesing Morquenie.

A man behind alittle pine desk in a square pine building on the whar itsdf told me these things, and
added the unsubstantiated rumors that the fighting was heaviest in the East and North-Centra parts of the
country, centered on the duchy of Norwess.

“Why do you say ‘Norwess 7’ | asked him, lean-ing on the desk so | would not fall.



He gave me a dubious look. “I say it because that's the name | was told. | think it's some kind of
sectarian dispute. Why not Norwess?’

“Why not indeed?’ | answered, and | thanked him for histime, and | went out onto the wharf again. |
stood by the sparkling water in the strong northerly wind and considered Norwess and its sects, and that
it might be better if | threw mysdf in. But | would probably have just svum to shore at the first shock of
cold water. | am not suited for su-icide.

| thought that on my way back to the count’s hold-ing | might do a smdl favor for Dinaos, who had
done so much for us. | went from tavern to tavern (Buge had two) looking for Sieben, but | didn't find
the count’s pirate.

This household, bought by the count’s father only forty years previoudy, was o0 different from the
an-cient seat of honor he possessed in Edad—and so much more comfortable thet | fet a burgher's
satis-faction in the success of the commercid over the no—

ble. My yearsin Canton Harbor had worked this change in my politics—or perhaps it was that most
anti-arigtocratic aristocrat, Powl. But what if we had come pdting in to discover that commercid reverses
hed caused the count to lose this pretty property, and we had sat in the road before the custom house
with nowhere to go? Then we' d be beggars, no worse. Nothing new.

A beggar is no more like a burgher than he islike a noble. | resolved to keep this fact in mind.

That was a day of three good meds, and the count was rested enough to join us for supper. He
seemed to fed no uneasiness over the absence of Sieben, and only the, dightest irritation that he hadn’t
his paint-ing to contemplate. Had he fdt stronger, he said, he would have wanted to try me in other
poses, other backgrounds.

| found the artistic persondity interesting. | noted that he rearranged the ragout on his plate into a
se-ries of shapes, with the divered mest in gtrips neetly. across the bottom and the horsebeans scattered
in-dividudly across the ceramic sky like fluffy clouds. | waited to see what he could accomplish with the
sdad.

“Nonetheless,” he 9ghed, “I do not recommend that you stay for my recovery. If assassins found you
inthe Harbor, they will have no difficulty locating you here. And the border is open.”

“It will have to be a new set of assasans” sad Niawie demurdy, but with a pigheaded set to her
jaw.

“Yes, Doctor,” sad the count with exaggerated re-spect. | watched him eat the clouds off the sky,
and then assault the earth. “But | think you would run out of energy before my government—or perhaps
your own—runs out of assassns.”

“| think we ought to leave tomorrow, my lord,” |

sad, and he raised hisfork with aturnip promon-tory oniit to stop me.

‘Don’t tdl me where you're going, Aminsanaur. | am aloyd member of the Senate of Houses, and if
someone were to ride up and tdl me my guests were adjudged enemies of the crown, | might be put in a
difficult position.”

Nawvie, like me, was wetching the count’s picto-ria dining, and she raised her blue eyes only
mo-mentarily to ask, “Would that be different than the cavary stopping your coach to arrest enemies of
the crown?’

“Nobody stops my coach,” he murmured, making emptiness out of the creation on his plate.
“Nobody but the god of breakdowns, to whom we are dl sub-ject.”

The sdad was of pickled long beans and beets, and more suitable, it seemed, to nonfigurative
de-sign. Or perhaps his congtruction was supposed to be a clock face. That would be suitable, under the
circumstances.

“My lord Nazhuret,” the count, said &fter his plate was redrawn to his satisfaction, “I would be
grateful if you would wait upon a sick man in his rooms tonight for awhile”

| nodded, wondering what he didn’t want Navvie to hear. Suddenly | was certain the man was going
to ask for her hand in marriage, and | began to swest.

“What's wrong, Papa?’ she asked me, once we were done agan. | was picking through the house's
library. Most of the books seemed to predate the old count’s purchase, and were in Ighdurtie, which



lan-guage | scarcely could understand spoken, let done in antique, smudgy black-letter print.

“A hundred things, of course.” My hands found a volumein Allec, which seemed amedica treatise.

Or a cookbook—I don’'t remember. | showed it to Nawvie.

“Then let a hundred things go. Y ou can't cure them by being nervous. Or so you tdl me”

| sat down in alegther chair, which surprised me by being on hidden rockers. “The count. Do you
trust him yet? Do you likehim &t al?”

Nawvie found nothing interesting in the book | showed her. She snapped it shut impatiently. “I am
indined to like any man who saves our skin and then invites us to dinner. As a matter of fact, Papa, ian't
it true that women in Canton do not usudly eat at the same table as men?’

| put a foot down to stop the chair going, back and forth. “The politeness of the courts is much the
same from country to country, I’ ve found. The Lowcanton noble who subjects women of good family of
other countries to hislocd indignities would make more enemies than he can afford to keep.”

“But how many foreign women of good family vist that fusty old country? And, if it comes to that, am
| awoman of good family? | mean ... we are eccentric, Papa.”

| found mysdf rocking again. “1 imagine the count is indined to respect my family who saves his wet
and wounded skin,” | said.

| gave him an hour and then knocked on his bed-room door. He was abed with a sketchboard
propped on his knees, chewing the blunt end of a charcod pencil. He saw me and flung away the top
sheet, and | saw avery careful drafting of one bed-post float across the room. “Sit in the high chair,” he
ordered, and for along time he said nothing else.

It is easier to keep Hill when seated, then at full attention with dowhee outstretched. It is easier to
keep dill after dinner.

After ten or fifteen minutes he asked lightly, “Is that the ‘bdly of the wolf’? Where you have been
these last few minutes, | mean?’

| blinked. “I guess so. | don't use that phrase much anymore. Where did you learn it?’

Instead of answering he motioned me back into postion, and there we were for another fifteen
minutes. At last he put down his knees and com-manded me to fetch the fixative and roller from the far
table. “You'll get the suff dl over your sheets” | told him, but | did as he said.

“I have dready got charcod dust on them. Now it will not spread, is dl.” The sharp amdl of lacquer
filled the room.

“| got the phrase from your book,” he said He displayed the sketch. It gave me eyes of a depth and
intengty thet | do not possess, but | suppose thet is art. | did not criticize, but | did tdl hm | had never
written a book.

“Your series of |etters, then, which was no doubt published without your permisson. Unfortunate, but
thereitis | read it. So did a number of other people”

Though he had put aside the sketchboard, he ill chewed casudly upon the charcod pencil. Now not
only were his fingers multicolored with stains of ail, but his mouth was surrounded by a gray smear.
De-gpite this, the count looked in no way comica, but very intimidating. “You know, felow, | don't
know whether you would be in more or less trouble, had those letters to King Rudof not seen print. “

“l am convinced that many people would be in less trouble but for Jeram’s enthusasm,” | sad
spite-fully, but he shook his head.

“The unknown can disappear o tidily, into a grave.”

“| aspire, rather, to disappear tidly into the living world. And that my daughter, who has no
connec—

Lion at dl with those letters, should be hounded by officas and assassins dike ... it offends me”

“Isnot at dl far,” the count said. “What is?” He dapped the pencil down on the bedclothes. “But |
don’'t want to talk about your daughter, my lord Duke of Norwess and Aminsanaur in Rezhmia”

| took one bregth of rdlief. One.

“Itisyou who interest me, Nazhuret of Sordding. Nay, you fascinate me, and have snce | glimpsed
you squatting like a heathen in the bow of that de-pressing little barge.

“You rouse my art and my indincts” he said, his dark eyes hot. “I want desperately to possess you.”



Before | could reply to this surprisng statement, if indeed | was going to reply—if | was ever going to
find a word of my vocabulary again—he contin-ued. “But here | am, punctured like a paper target and
week as paper adso. So you can dose your mouth and go your way and wonder how you have managed
to misunderstand me so thoroughly these past days.”

| mumbled, “Nawvvie told me | was misunder-standing you . ...”

“For the last time, | don’t want to talk about your daughter, but you. Remember | have read these
scanddoudy intimate letters, and ,| know that you gained a poor respect for the sexudity of men and
men by being made to suffer as a boy. That is your misfortune, and you will never understand yoursdf
utl  you overcome tha. And it that your great endeavor, my barbarian
philosopher—sd f-understanding?

“So. When we meet again | may be in better shape to chdlenge you: in this manner, or in others.
Thingsmay not be better, Aminsanaur, but they will be dif—

ferent. Good night. Good-bye. Don't wake me when you leave in the morning.”

We did not wake him.

It would have been so much easier if | had dared to take the coasta boat the rest of the way around
the turn of Morquen Sea to Rezhmia. Sx days and we might have been in the rose-colored old walled
City, among friends | had known for over twenty years. It was too much of a gamble, however, and we
could not depend upon being aided by a world-renowned swordsman twicein a row.

Instead we had horses from the count, which were waiting for us saddled and bridled when we left
the next morning. The steward made us fed we would be subjecting him to his master’s ire if we refused
what Dinaos had ordered for us. | promised | would get the beasts back, but | didn’'t say when.

Had it not been for the state of my poor country, | might have been happy on the dow journey east
and north, for the horses were good ones and the weather stayed dry. We had gold to buy food when
hungry and fodder for the animas, and there was the occasond inn to break the monotony of desping on
the ground.

Ighdun is pastord, and dl the sheep and cows have bdls. | remember that plodding journey as
hav-ing the sea on my left hand and a greet tintinnabu-lation and baaing upon my right. There was dso a
lot of fog.

Eight days into our travel we came to the greet river Aen, which descends from the Transmont Range
and creates a belt of lush green in East Ighe-lun, dotted by towns and cities. At the brown ddta of the
river rose Plagrie, which in its gray stone walls and little round turrets looked remarkably like my home,
Sordding.

Here there was a school, which Arlin and | had vigited once, riding south and east from Rezhmia. |
could not remember the name of the dean nor yet that of the arms ingtructor my lady and | had met those
many years ago, but we didn’'t need acquain-tance to make acquaintance (as the saying goes), for the
place was surrounded by taverns student tav-erns, salors taverns, taverns frequented by people
gpesking Ighdunie, taverns where Rayzhia was the norm, and others so polyglot most conversation was
done by hand sgnd.

After finding an inn that had livery service, | Ieft Navvie and made a brief crcuit of the various
hos-pitdities, looking for one where Nawvie could drink an ae without having to kill three men for the
priv-ilege. It was not asallors tavern, nor yet one of the students’, but findly | discovered a place where
the bartender was an ample, red-haired woman, and where citizens of both sexes gathered to tak.

| tried out its beer, ganding at the bar.

“There's chairs” the bartender said Rayzhia, and | replied that I'd been stting dl day. She continued
to Stare.

“Areyou gone gray, man? All gray dready?’

| put my hand to my hair, wondering if it could be true, with dl that's happened to me. “If s,
Mother, no one has told me”

“Then you have very unusud coloring. The face of Rezhmia, but not the hair.” She leaned forward.
“And | suppose you can see dl right, too. That's not cataracts?’

| dmogt spit my beer. “Mercy, woman! Surely you have seen a blue-eyed blond before in your lifel”



“One or two, I’d guess. One or two. But they were towering, horse-faded people—not cvilized.”

“l am glad | am avilized,” | answered her. “Old, perhaps, and with bad eyes, but dvilized.” If she
understood my sarcasm, she didn't show it.

That evening, when Navvie accompanied me back to the place, the talk in the barroom was not of
war in Velonya, but of the drought. To travelers, it is far weather; to country people, it is drought. This
was supposed to be the rainy season in Ighdun, but most of the area’s famous round limestone ponds
were drying, and many stockkeepers had to haul barrdls of water from the Aen dally for the cattle. Even
the sheep could not keep going without supplement, for the grass was dry. The price of beef was down,
asmen culled ther herds, and by that complex law which ties the, fate of man to the fate of beasts, many
people were out of work.

| tried to turn the conversation to politics, but the others a our long table were two drovers and a
butcher. There was no hope for me.

“There’'s no sense cdling this amisfortune,” the butcher stated, punctuating his remark with the dang
of a tankard on the battered wooden boards. “Whét is one man's difficulty is another man's for-tune.
Sometimes two men’s. Now we have meat, plentiful and cheap. Even the poor can afford it. Had the
rains come on schedule, what would they be eat-ing this winter? Buns and onions, that' s dl.”

“I like buns” | answered. | did not particularly like the butcher. “Especidly with poppyseeds, hot and
dipped in honey. | like onions, too, but buns are more sisfying.”

He looked down his nose & me. “So you say, but if you had ever had to spend your winter with
bread as, your staple, whether with honey or without, ¢ you'd get tired enough of it.”

There was no possihility of informing this com-fortable Plaerieman, with his gabardines and his great
slver buckle, just what varieties of hunger my daughter and | have endured, both the chronic and the
acute. Nor would he have been interested, had | the words. Some imp of mischief, however, prompted
meto say, ‘? never have had too much bread yet, nor honey, nor even onions. But during the long winters
in the western forests, when most of what we ate was what we could kill, | grew heart-ily sck of red
meet and crunching bones. And tired of the way it binds the guts together.”

Whether it was my inault to his occupation, or my vulgarity a the table that did the trick, | had
suc-ceeded in offending our butcher. He rose in mgesty, tankard doshing, and retreated to the bar. The
drov-ers, who seemed by ther faces to be brothers and who had not opened their mouths yet, rolled
brown eyes a me like cows themselves.

“l didn’t mean to drive everyone away,” | sad to them. “I had just had-enough about one man's
mis-fortune and another man’s fortune.”

Sill they said nothing.

“Wha my father means” said Nawvie very gent-ly, “isthat we are people of Vdonya and have been
along time away. We hear there is misfortune at home and hoped to get some news here, but dl we hear
about is the drought.”

| was indined to resent being so dearly inter-preted, by Navvie or anyone else, and beetled my
brows a bit. But the leftmost of the two drovers opened his mouth.

“Wel, little miss, | can understand your feding. We may worry about our liveihoods, here, but none
of usislying, down dead yet.”

“Isthat whet is happening in Ve onya?’

‘Humm. There's cartainly refugees. | se€’d urn. Far east as the OId City in Rezhrnia And it usudly
takes killing before there' s refugees, don’ it?’

“What are they fighting about?” My twenty-seven-year-old daughter put her hands in her lap and
widened her eyes until she looked about five. Both bovine brothers expanded under this treat-ment.

“It' s palitics” said the rightmost one. “It's dways palitics, when there s fighting.”

“It sreigion,” sad the leftmogt one. “When it srdigion, it comes to killin' easy.”

“So. What exactly is the politics of the fight? The rdigion or the killing?' | asked, trying to remain
cam and unthreatening so that we would not lose these two. “On one Side we have the prince, now king,
and the queen mother’ s party. On the other sde ... 7’

The drovers whispered and squinted and nudged each other. Then the leftmost spoke for both. “The



rebels have some dukes, | think, and some soldiers who won't falow the new lad. They're fighting
un-der the banner of The Wolf.”

“The Wolf?’

“Whoever that is” said the drover, and he shrugged.

It was a bad night, but my nightmares did not involve Veonya, or wolves, or even deeth itsdf. |
dreamed of Count Dinaos, and the dreams were most confusing. | was glad to leavé deegp behind.

“Where are we going exactly?” Nawvie asked me at breakfast. “It can't remain your secret forever.”

| apologized, and said | hadn’'t meant it for a se-cret. It had been only too uncertain to tak about.
“To Rezhinia City, my dear. Where there seem to be refugees. | want to talk to them.”

She cut her hotcakes with surgicd sill, while say-ing, “But no matter what the refugees say, you will
then have to cross the border, won't you? To Ve-lonya”

“l don’t know why you think that of me.”

“l don't know, Papa. Inspiration, | guess” She dropped her knife and fork with a clatter, and |
rased my eyes. Nawieisnot a clatering sort of person. “You are going to try to leave me behind. It is
not going to work.”

“l don’t even know that I’'m going. What on earth good could | do?’

“Youll know at thetime” she said, and she picked up her fork and her knife again.

| don’'t remember much about the horse | was riding, though | spent dl day for at least three weeks
on his back. There was atime when | would have remem-bered such athing, and not only because Arlin
would never have let me forget a horse. When | was young the world around me was a piercing thing, in
good and bad senses. | was dways ether drunk on my own redlity or bitterly sung by it. Each vis-itation,
whether it was avigt to the school by a pa-tron, a vist to the observatory by a renegade and thief, or a
vigt in dream of the parents | never knew or a royd vist in borrowed dothing, came inexpli-cable and
unique. | reached many understandings this way, but | was dmogst awaysin trouble.

Now life tends to hit me like a dull drubbing on the back, and | have to work hard to keep my eyes
open to the world. | hope | have succeeded to some extent. | stay out of trouble now for whole seasons
a adretch, but .| have logt dl memory of that good horse.

“What did he say to you?’ asked Navvie. We were wdl into eastern Rezhmia by now, riding within
Sght of Morquen Sea under a gray, heavy sky and a dick wind.

| had not been paying proper attention, and when

| redlized what she had said | fdt my face grow hot. | had been hoping she would never ask me
about Count Dinaos. | was trying to think of a better an-swer than “I have no intention of tdling you,”
when she added, “Powl. When he appeared in the garden, what isit he said to you?’

My mind changed gaitsin midthought. “How did you know he said anything?’

She pressed her horse close to mine Hers, | recdl, was a bay. “Because he was Powl. Never the
sort of person to make atrip just to show you his new waistcoat. Nor to give you a kiss for past’s sake.”

“No. He gave no kisses, for any sake” | answered, and the conversation seemed to be edging
toward the difficult again. Dinaos mugt have read what | wrote about my complicated fedings for my
teacher. | wrote too honestly, having no idea that *anyone cdling, himsdf my friend would put my words
into cold print.

“Pow’ sad, ‘Tdl me, who is dead—the one who changed, or the one who stopped changing?’

Nawvie turned her face forward and rested both hands upon the pommd of her saddle. We rode on
for afew minutes.

“Thet was certainly Powl,” she said at last. “Do you have an idea about it?’

| had thought about my teacher’s words, when not occupied with assassination, war, and my own
un-predictable nature. “1 remember that when | re-turned to him after my firgd season adone—that was
when your mother took me up on her mare and ran us back with the idea of saving him from the king's
rage—he said that he probably aready had changed his mind about hdf the things he taught me. He said
it lightly but it hurt, because | had worked so hard to learn. This sounded alot like the same thing.”

My daughter shrugged. “Beang dead seems to make for alot of changes”

“Yes. And | haven't died for a very long time” | said. “And things do change more dowly as one



gets older.”

She yawned and shifted in the saddle. “1 truly hope so. But remember, Papa, dying is not dways an
appropriate action. And change takes care of it-sdlf.’

“I truly hope s0,” | told her, and the conversation was over.

We saw the dity of Rezhmiatwo days before we reached it, Stting as, Smple and perfect as a child's
dream on the mountainous horizon. The fird time | entered that City, it fdl down around me in a great
convulsion of the earth, and though | have spent years of my life within its pink, rose-marbled wals, it is
dill to me a place of infinite, frightening poss-hility.

A few miles outside the gates we saw our firg refugee camp, a place of forty people, many of them
with danddion hair like mine, and most of them much tdler. This settlement was not only poor but
daternly, with a sewage pit right behind the mil-dewed canvas tents and dirty-bottomed children in the
cold. | hdted my horse and stared, for never in my years had | seen Vdonyans living like this the
Zaguash camps outside Morquenie, yes, and those of the Sekretie people who have given up their icy
homes to pick through the southerners garbage, but never my stodgy western farmers. | was
unaccount-ably embarrassed, and then grieved to think | might have had something to do with creating
this

We did not speak to the residents, and they had no way of knowing we were fdlow countrymen. As
we trotted down the road among the tents and shacks, one big blond stuck his head out of his tent flap,
and he hefted along hillet of iron. | pushed the Sde of my horse close to him and put my hand to my
dowhee, and he vanished under the canvas again, but as we rode on someone threw something, which
landed between our horses on the road.

“Why should they resent the Rezhmians?’ Navvie asked me. By her expression, she had not been so
shocked by the sght of displaced Veonyans. “If they have been dlowed to enter the country and pitch
here in sght of the capita, they have been granted more than people can expect from a foregn nation.”

“People aren't reasonable when their lives arein ruins” | answered her. “And anyway: perhaps they
weren't migaking us for locas. Perhaps they knew exactly who we were.”

“Now you are getting conceited, Papa. They didn’'t know you.”

There were crowds in the spravling New City outsde the gates, and many of these looked more
Ve onyan than Rezhmian, but there have aways been many people of Veonyan ancestry (and lan-guage)
resding here. | could not see any difference. | saw no more than the usud amount of poverty.

When we came to the east gate, however, | was surprised to see a guard gtation. The gates of the
Old City had been open for the last twenty years and more, so that the diginction between the Fortress
City and the commercid center had begun to blur.

Two women in good dlks passed by the guards without receiving attention, but we were stopped
gmatly by crossed pikes, and our names and busi-ness demanded of us.

| wasin aquandary. | had very strong connections to the Rayzhia court. In fact, if | wish to press the
matter, | am a member of the royd family—which is an extremdy extended family and without much
family sentiment—abut with the border flooded and relations with VVelonya undoubtedly chill, the Ray-zhia
court could be wishing me to the devil. If | were to use my patrilinea name, | would be another
both-ersome Ve onyan.

Though the truth may not be dways the best pal-icy, it isthe easiest. | announced mysdf Nazhuret of
Sordding: Rayzhia name and Veonyan “title” | did not mention any business. The leftmost guard stared
a my face intently for a few seconds and then pulled his pike. The other man dropped his more
reluc-tantly. Navvie followed me through without cha-lenge.

Within the walls the City appeared much the same asiit had for the past twenty years. There were the
carved stone lintels, the ornamentd trees in tubs, and the pools of very large goldfish. The occasond
broken tower or cracked pavement reminded the visitor there had once been a ruinous earthquake, but
for the mogt part the Fortress City was busy and prosperous.

We walked our horses to the commercid stables, and were very glad to get off them; though | don’t
remember the appearance of the horse, | do remem-ber the soreness of musdeit caused me.

Most of the inns of Rezhmia are in the outer city, but there are a few houses that have gone from



gran-deur to taking boarders. We went to one near, the court complex which was familiar to me from
pre-vious years, but it was under different ownership now, and strangers took our money without a smile.

Soon we would be completdy without cash. Per-haps it was time to buy blanks for eyeglasses, or
for Navvie to paint the 9gn of mortar and pestle on our window glass and be discovered by the sick. But
this was Rezhmia, and that meant guilds and licenses.

Perhaps we would be reduced to begging again.

But Rezlunia a'so meant tea shops, The Journal Page, and much gossip. After baths and dinner, we
St out to discover, the state of affairs.

The Kenrek was where | had Ieft it: that place which announces itsdf to be the “world home of
argument.” There was no sdient dispute as we waked in, merdly arumble of conversation and a amdl of
melted sugar in the ar. Navvie had tea, and |, who would rather drink warm pond water than stewed
herbs, took two cinnamon buns. There were a number of Journal sheets on the floor, undamaged save
for the occasiond footprint.

Vedonya was dl the news, but it was not good news, nor eesly understandable. “A vigting
gentle-man from Morguenie reports thet at least a regiment of Royd Artillery were surrounding the port
and the Provincid Statehouse as of last week.” Did that mean they were expecting attack from the water,
or that Morquenie itsdf had been in open rebelion? No clue.

“Ekesh tax fund unavalable for Crown, according to Prov. Couric.” | wasn't sure this was even
related to the disturbances, but Navvie thought it meant the |akelands were leaning toward rebelion.

“Vdonyie loydids stand secure in Norwess Prov-ince.” This one confused me. “Didn’'t they say
back in Bugd that Norwess was the center of the rebd-lion?’ | asked, and | passed the sheet back to
my daughter, who read it with knitted brow.

“You know, Papa, | don’t think they mean .. .” She stopped and turned toward the door, and then
my ears, too, heard the sound of men marching.

They wore the royd dlks of Rezhmia, so much like the dress of the Naish archers in cut and
sub-stance, but with so much more degant an effect. There were 9x of them, and in front came an
officer, a cagptain by his shoulders and his faded rose-colored tunic. He stepped to the head of his men,
looked around the suddenly slent room, and came directly to our table.

We were on our feet before he had haved the dis-tance. “Behind the counter is the kitchen and the
door stands open,” whispered Nawvvie. “One legp up and then down and out. You lead, Papa.”

“No,” | whispered back. “I think it'sdl right. He's bowing.”

“So what? Y ou, are an important man. They bow to noble feons just before they disembowe them,
don't they?

By now the captain was beside us, and our dtti-tude was making him nervous. He glanced a our
sdes, dearly expecting to find weapons there, and his face reflected the color of his dothing very nicdly.
“We didn’t mean to darm you, Aminsanaur Na-zhuret.”

“A troop of soldiers marching in order is meant to give dam,” | answered, feding peevish.
“Oth-erwise they would walk like normd folk.”

He cleared histhroat. “It isonly asgn of honor, Exated.”

| stared at im and said nothing a dl. Itisatrick | learned in Rezhmia

He cleared histhroat again. “ Aminsanaur, | am sent to you with a message.”

“Giveit, then”

He glanced left and right, and the full teahouse was busily not looking at us. “Here?’

| nodded. “Our quarters are inconveniently dis-tant. Speak, please.”

“Then | am to say tha your aunt would like to see you.” He spoke dl in a rush and then breathed
heavily.

“Tonight?’

“Yes, Aminsanaur. If it is convenient.”

Navvie frowned, then giggled. “Is that the sort of message you thought needed privacy, Captain?’

He stared through her politely, and then saw what a pretty girl he was ignoring. The captain became
humen. “Wdll, | can't know, can |, Exated? It's bet-ter to be consarvative in such matters”



| folded The Journal Page neetly and put it in my shirt to finish later. | counted out a tip for the
waiter and put on my jacket. | noticed that neither the cap-tain nor his troop had moved. “Are you
determined to accompany us dl the way to the Towers, Cap-tain?’

“Itismy honor,” he said firmly.

“Are you equdly determined to march? If you do, you will convince my daughter, the neighborhood,
and possibly mysdf that we are going, to our exe-cution.”

“We cartainly don't have to march,” he said.

My aunt was the royd mother and regent of the sanaur of Rezhmia, who was then about seven years
old. She was not redly my aunt, any more than the sanaur of my youth had been my grandfather. The
family was so extended that relaionship became un-widdy. | had met her three times before in my life,
once snce her son had been acclamed the new san-aur. | remembered her as a woman of great
COMMOoN Sense.

We waked through the dark streets, and despite their best intentions, the soldiers had a srong
ten-dency to march. Nawvie had an equdly strong ten-dency to disrupt their marching—by hurrying
forward and then stopping to retie her shoelace, by dropping her coin purse on the cobbles and having to
quarter the street until it was found, by stopping at shop windows, and once, to my secret satisfaction, by
skipping. She talked to them, too: the cagptain and the men, asking the Smplest questions like a touri,
and by the time we reached the sanaur's household gates, she had converted one troop into seven
indi-vidua men.

The sanaur’s quarters were a concentration of dl that is, pleasant and dvilized in Rezhmia. The walls
were thick but dry and frequently wore egg-tempera paintings of domestic subjects, goldfish and cats
be-ing popular themes. | lived among these paintings for years and never wondered about their quadlity,
but now for a moment | fet | was seeing them through new eyes. Count Dinaos's eyes, to be exact. |
wondered if he would find these pretty muras be-neath contempt.

Next to smokeless ail lamps, men and women sat reading. In VVeonya the women would more likely
have been doing embroidery or plan sewing, and the men ... wdl, drinking beer, | guess, and not in a
cozy parlor.

| saw no one | remembered, and the household very palitdy did not stare as we passed. Perhaps
they were amply not interested.

We found my royd “aunt” in a chamber by her-sdlf, and she was doing embroidery. She paused her
needle as we entered the room, and rubbed the hedls of her hands over her eyes.

‘There is not redly enough light for this” she said. “But | promised it would be ready for Ali€s
birthday.”

| bowed and Nawie curtseyed. “Sanaur'l Mag-eret,” we sad together. The ceptain departed
with-out a word.

The sanaur’l was, like mogt of my family, rather short. She stood, teking the lamp in her hand and
hdd it firg to my face, then to Navvie€'s. “You are worn,” she stated, and she told us to St down.

“l am sorry about your friend, nephew.”

It took me a moment. “Y ou mean Rudof, king of Veonya?’

“Yes. | am very sorry.” Her mouth tightened in a rueful smile. “More sorry than you can imagine. It
may lose me my regency. It may even lose Naddll his crown.”

Not so many years ago, it was very common for a young sanaur of Rezhmiato lose his crown, by the
ample expedient of being killed. The latest attempt upon a sanaur, however, was a least twenty-five
years previous to thistime. | had played a stupid part in this attempt, and a dightly more clever role in
preventing the assassination. | hoped that Maig-eret was not taking about murder.

“Because rdaions with Velonya are becoming strained?’

She sghed and crossed her neat ankles. My “aunt” is considerably younger then |, and did she not
have to project the role of sanaur-mother to dl the world, she might have passed for a youngser hersdf.
But sheis not young-hearted.

“Because, Nazhuret, we will be a war with Ve-lonya before the new year is out.”

Out of the corner of my eye | saw Nawviered in her chair. Had she not considered this possbility? It



hed been inmy mind since | heard of the death of Rudof.

“You see, the new regime is weak and unsup-ported as of yet, and it is most definitdy not our friend.
Why would we wait urtil it has diminated dl dissenson a home and is ready to strike at us with a
combat-trained soldiery?’

“Are you sure they will strike, Sanaur'l Maig-eret?’ asked Nawvvie, though by protocol she should
have kept her mouth shut in the presence of Maig-eret.

Thelady did not seem to care about protocal. “I

sugpect it. Others here are certain. Think, child: war is a finendd gamble, but avil war is without
pos-shility of gain. Before Rudd's death, the Velonyan army was moderate and professond. Now it has
to be swallen by press and conscription, dl of which will have to be supported somehow. An amy
as-sembled and in debt must attack until it is paid or destroyed.

“Besdes—knowing thet it is in the interest of Rezhmia to attack, the Vestings will fed forced to
anticipate us”

It was in my mind to ask Maigeret who among the court was more certain than she of Veonya's
aggressive intent, but my daughter cut me off.

“What if the rebdlion succeeds, Sanaur’l Maig-eret? What if a new government reflects the policies
of King Rudof?’

Maigeret looked blandly at Navvie. The sanaur’l was only a few inches tdler than my daughter, and
only five years older, but they seemed nothing dike at this moment. “Are you planning to revenge your
godfather, Nahvah Howdlidn? Or possibly to set your father up in his place?’

Navvie wore a gambler’s face that would have done credit to Arlin, but | could see she was Sartled,
fird to be accused of such temerity and second to find that the regent of Rezhmia remembered her
mother’ s family name. “It would be late for that, Sanaur’l. After dl the years he has refused Rudof’s offer
to restore Norwess, who would back him now in adam for the whole nation?’

Maigeret nodded, as though Navvie had said something completely different. “The crown of Rezhmia
would, ganddaughter. About thet al fac-tions here agree.” She turned back to me.

“With arms light and arms heavy and with our full standing infantry we will enforce and recognize
your dam.

“There is the only success possble to your rebd-lion, granddaughter,” she sad to Nawvie, and
“Thereis the only hope for your father’s nation,” to me.

| was intensdy angry dl of a sudden, and did not know at whom. “It is not ‘my father’s nation’ but
my own nation, Sanauel, and | am not a Rezhrnian tool.”

“No. Asit happens, Rezhmiais your tool a the moment, and not by our own choice.”

| blinked, as though she had waved a fig in my face. “You think | am part of this rebdlion,
Maig-eret? | had nothing to do with it. | have not been in Velonya for over two years”

“Yet it formed around you like ice around a rock in the stream. You are the philosopher, the
icono-clagt, a foreigner in your own land. Twenty years ago the blockheads in Vestinglon were cdling
you ‘Rudof’s sorcerer.” | remember that.”

“I mugt contradict the sanaur’l. That was what they caled Powl Inpress, earl of Daran.”

She shook her stubborn head. “No, that was thirty years ago. | have paid some attention to western
pol-itics, againg the chance this day would come. Listen to me carefully, nephew, and don’t answer out
of hand.

“These people have built their rebdlion upon what you stand for and, in fact, around your name.
Whether you like it or not—can you let them fail?’

“My dear aunt, such a plea unworthy of you! You don’'t care a turd for ‘dl | stand for,” whether
science, philosophy, Vdonyan justice, or Velonyan surviva.”

“Not aturd,” she agreed, with athin amile. “Yet I’'m tdling the perfect truth.”

“I've never found a perfect truth in my life” | told her. “Or at least nothing | could tdl to someone
dse” | stood up. “Am | under arrest, Sanaur’l Maig-eret?’

“No,” she said. Not “No, of course not,” but merdy “No.” Navvie rose with me, but turned again to
the sanauf 1, frowning intently as though she would say something. | was afraid she might, and | dragged



her dong by one hand.

This time no soldiers accompanied us through the pleasant chambers of the Towers. Well-dressed
peo-ple were dill reading beside lamps that did not smoke. | envied them.

“Do you remember, Nawvie, how the king's great-great grandfather—!| mean Rudof’s great-great
grandfather—accepted the help of Sekret tribesmen to discourage the Felonk and Peleolonk raiders who
hed wasted the Sea Idands north of Veginglon?’

“l know dl that, Papa. Once you invite in the stranger you cannot invite im out again. But we il
own the Sea Idands, don't we?’

“What ‘we isthis? The Language there is not Ve-lonyie. The faces are not Veonyan.”

She laughed and pulled againg my arm, to dow my rapid stak through the palace. “Look who is
taking about a Veonyan face!”

The outer door was opened by a footman, who seemed to fear | would smash through it headfird.
Perhaps | would have. The cold ar was a rdief. There were stars in the sky, and (if | recdl correctly) a
moon rigng gibbous, its outline wavering from the heat of a thousand hearth fires. “So you think thet at
this late date we should throw aside dl of Powl’s teaching and embrace the affairs of nations? He said,
‘Stay out of the reach of officadom. It will be deadly to you.” He dso said about me, ‘He would not be
agood king. Not in any world like thisone.””

“And he sad, ‘Who is dead—the one who changed, or the one who stopped changing?’

Suddenly the cold was no rdief; it froze me to the bone. “I have spent dl my life, Nawvie ...”

“But don't ligen to Powl, or whatever looked like Powl and sounded like him. Erase dl of Powl for
once, Papa: dl the rules, the observations, the, opin-ions. We are in the middle of something, and our
inaction will cause as many things to happen as our actions” Her bresth was making little Slver clouds,
and her face was white againg the darkness. “Any movement of my hand, tonight, will ripple out in dl
directions. | fed it, Papa. | don't know what leads to what, but | know we're at the center of it dl.”

It was very quiet when she finished speaking, and | thought | could hear water freezing, crackling on
the stone wdls. “ Everyone' s dways at the center of it dl, Nahvah. Only sometimes do some of usfed it.

“I'mfired to desth,” | said, and we went to the inn without another word.

That night | had a dream inwhich | was, back at Sordding Military School, changing the beds. | did
not know any of the people | saw, neather masters nor pupils, but | overheard a master in the hdl
out-sde the dormitory saying, “He' s an old boy. A very, very old boy.” | glanced down a my hands and
they were white and corrugated. | Ift the beds and walked to the shaving mirror on one wal, in great
trepidation as to what | might find, but in the rec-tangle of pocked and smeary glass | saw only the blue
sky. When it occurred to me that | was indoors, and in a long dark chamber, | was so gartled | woke
up.

| didn't get back to deep again that night, but waited through the darkness for there to be light
enough to move about. | heard nothing from the hal except the bootboy returning people’s shoes about
an hour before dawn. That ishow | know that Nav-vie mus have left the inn farly early in the night.

Sheleft me anote. | don't have it word by word in memory, though | read it over so many times |
should. It, was to the effect that she had things to do, and they might not, now be the same things | had to
do, and so farewdl for the present. There was some-thing in the phrasing, or in the generd audacity of it,
that reminded me of her mother. She dso asked me, very palitdy, not to follow her.

| was a the Towers shortly after sunup, asking to see my aunt the sanaur’l again. The firg person |
spoke to said it was not possible, the second said | had picked a very bad day for it, and the third who
saw me was Maigeret.

“No, nephew. | would not make arrangements with your Nahvah behind your back. Such tactics
would not work in the long run. Where do you think she has gone?’

Neat hands put alarge breakfast in front of us. It seemed as dien to me as the runes of East Sekret.
“To Norwess. That | know. To see Jeram, who started this whole thing.”

“The young priest of the rebellion? Has she then a tenderness for him?’

My laugher was rude. “Tenderness? Good God, no. Or | hope not. No—he's judt the center of this
gorm, and if anything isto be one about it, it isto be done a Norwess. She knows that much.”



Maigeret glanced narrowly a me. “And so do you, apparently.”

| was playing with adice of mdon as | talked. It was greenish-white like the crescent moon in fog. |
wondered where the, hothouses were that could pro-vide such fruit in midwinter. “I may have less hope
something can be done.”

She nodded, feding cynicdam cdl to cyniciam, or perhaps merdly age to age. “But now you will have
to go to Norwess anyway, to bring back your daugh-ter.”

| tried eating the meon. It tasted like midwinter. “No, Sanaud. She is dmog thirty years old. And
traned from childhood to be unobtrusve when she can and to protect hersdf when concedment is
im-possible. No woman in the North is better prepared for travel than Navvie, and few men. She should
have left me long ago; | only regret the circum-stances. | regret dl these circumstances.”

“So what will you do?’ she asked me, as one might ask what a person will do now thet the red boots
he was going to wear are found to have a hole in them. She ate two hothouse grapes and didn’t look up
for my answer.

“I'll go to Norwess,” | said, and then Maigeret did look up.

“I'll go to Norwess, but not to haul back my ering daughter. I'll go for the same reason she
went—to see how things are.”

| pulled back my chair and stood over Maigeret. That was not courtly behavior, but 1 was pressed
for time. “May | have a good horse?’

The sanaur’| nodded. “Y ou can have more than that.”

“And if—when | return, say inten days, if | de-cide | want the support of Rezhmia?

Maigeret dso rose. “I can give no promises. Ten days may change alot.”

| said | didn’'t expect promises, and | bowed oui.

Though | don’'t remember the horse on which |

rode into the City, | do remember the horse on which | rode out the next day. More surprisngly, |

remember clearly one upon which | refused to ride

the one presented to me by the proud court livery as a mark of favor.

He was a beautiful gdlion, dmost black in color, and despite the season, his own heat had kept his
coat short, marbled by veins and tendons. He was awe-ingpiring. “I killed one just like this” | told the
gtable manager, “on arun of about three days once, from here to Warvala | have to go about hdf again
thet far, and | don't think helll make it.”

Horsemen dl seem to take pride in never being surprised, but my words surprised this one.
“Amin-sanaur, heisthe best we have”

| asked if I might look around and took his slence for assent. The stables were large, clean, and filled
with eegant horses. Some of the gdls bore the in-9gnia of private owners, and these | skipped by, but
most of the animals were crown property and dl were jewels. All bore lovely, firm, well-tended flesh and
beautiful crests on their necks. | was very frus-trated.

In the back two rows of gdls, where there were _ fewer windows and the boxes were smdler, |
found animals of less evident breeding. And feeding. There was a haf-clipped dun | considered, despite
hiswhite eye and bared teeth, and there were a few dusty bays with some of the blood of the Naiish in
them. Almogt at the end of the stable | saw—a white glimmer in the shadows, and a my request out
stepped a dender gray mare with a long neck, dightly lady-waisted and high on her legs. | stared at her
and said, “Three faces of God!”

The stable manager was a my side. “That's just one of the messenger horses, Arninsanaur. They are
nothing much. Their pedigrees are logt, or embar-rassing. A mare without an honorable pedigree is of no
account.”

| asked him very politdy to show her. He did so, dismissng her utility dl the while “You don't want
amare for asolitary, forced journey, Exated. She may comein season and become unusable to you.”

“In midwinter? That would be some mare indeed. Besdes—I| have ridden mares in season, and
dd-lionsinrut. Let's seethisgirl go.” | took the rope lead and tied its end to the knot of the hdter, then
threw the loop over her head. She was not terribly tdl, so | boosted up bareback. She did not have a
back that invited such a syle of riding. With the stable manager trying to dutch me back, | pressed the



gr forward dong the g4l line. Her easy, saringing movement was more of a shock than her appearance.
| leaned dose to her ear and whispered, “How many years is it that you've been dead? Twenty-five?
Twenty-seven?” The mare turned back her head on aflexible neck and looked a me with both eyes. She
made a sound that seemed to say she hadn’t been counting.

“What have you been cdling her?’ | shouted to the stable manager. He answered, “I don't know that
she has a name. She's only one mount in forty, in the courier service”

The mare was dancing in place in the dark aide. Her tall made white ghogtsinthe air. “She's onein a
million” | sad. “Her nameis Sabia”

It is quite possible that Navvi€'s, departure had left me too done, and since | had not been done for
some years, | retreated into the past a firg oppor-tunity. Or it could be (as the stable manager surdy
thought) that the old beggar-noble, dways eccentric, had gone beyond the line at ladt. | traded Count
Di-naos's respectable gdding for this wild gray shadow and rode through the pink cty a a plunging
prance, which relaxed to a canter as| let her go.

Sabia had been Arlin’'s youth: a dightly outlaw horse for a thorough outlaw. In my time | had been
veary jedlous of Sabia. In her time the gray mare had shown her temper to me, too. She had been only
fourteen when she was cut down by assassins, | had seen the whole thing.

Of course, this Rezhmian courier horse was not Sabia. | must say that now, or | mysdf will begin to
think | am insane. But now that | have said it, | can forget it and relate how | said in her ear, “Sabia?’ and
ghe nickered in response, and how her back half seemed to float and flgp like a kite tail in the wind while
her front legs followed the bit. This behavior is naot laudable, but it was Sabia's behavior, and nei-ther
training, discipling, nor heavy burdens ever made her change. | am not a fancier of horses, though | have
hed to, ride hundreds, but with this creature | fdt such a presence of my dead Arlin that

| was hdlf in love.

“Sabia” | whispered. “Let’'s go—fast.”

We were in the wine country by midmorning, ric-ing through the gnarled, lesfless vines and past
hun-dreds of refugees in their hopelessness. Two men threw things after me—stones and curses—but
they hadn’t a chance of hitting at the speed we were mov-ing.

All those years ago, a few months after the death of the fird Sabia, we had done this same
route—Arlin, mysdlf, and the sanaur’ s own prophet. He had found us, a shortcut right through a vineyard
that cut away from, the sea and sraight toward Warvaa. There was no possihility | could find thet trall, if
it fill existed.

It did exigt, and the mare found it. She leaned right, damping firmly on the snaffle, which is the only
bit the horsemen of Rezhmia recognize, and charged between two rows of vines no different from any
other 1 had seen. | was forced to duck my head and close my eyes to save them from whiplike branches,
and | hoped only she wouldn’t run us into the winery wall, or off a diff.

When it seemed we were clear of the foliage, | 1ooked up to find we were dimbing a stony hill and
hed left more than one fidd behind us. “Is this how the sanaur’s couriers ride?’ | asked her humbly, but
she was too busy to respond.

That day passed swiftly, in more ways than one. It was not travel in the same sense as Nawvie and |
hed traveled up the coadt. If the mare's progress was bresthtaking, so was my solitude. By midday, her
gat had dowed—if indeed it was any dower—to a long trot, which did not seem to tire her any more
than ganding in her gdl. As| seemed to have no say in where | was going, or a whet rate, | was free to
look about me, and to think.

Now tha | had los Nawvie, | had lost everyone who was anyone to me in my whole life | was
re-markably cut off, remarkably Sngular, on the back of that rushing horse. | did not even belong to the
ground. Most odd about it was that | was happy.

There is no wilderness within a day’s ride of Rezh-mia City, however fagt the horse. Through the
whole day we had been within Sght of human beings or human works. It surprised me, therefore, that the
aun sank upon usin a highland area devoid of shel-ter and without’ even a dear road.

Had the mare taken me dl the way to the Bologh-ini Peaks? That was an impossbility. Nor had she
taken, me so far north that 1 was out of my reckon-ing, because the sun would have informed me by its



angle. | did not know where we were, why there was no worked fidd or habitation thereabouts. | had a
ardl stock of gran for the mare, but to use it up in, one night left us vulnerable for the future. Yet this
Sabia was not a Fpirit, to live entirdy on memories; nor could she run on her own body fat. | gave her
what | had, in smdl handfuls to prevent calic, and dlowed her nose to find her asmdl runnd of water.

| did not trust the looks of the stream, but the stewardry of the Towers had packed me leather
bot-tles of the Rezhmian new wine. This specidty of the country can be stored only through the winter,
being scarcdy fermented at dl. It would never be popular in Veonya, where people like their wine to hit
them like a hammer, but to be just to my people we have beer and de for travel.

| dso found—as | recall—a waxed round of cheese and an assortment of breads, both hard and
soft. | do remember dried olives, for | spat the pits into the darkness and the mare startled broadly each
time. She never got tired of the game.

It was a cold camp, since not knowing where | was, | did not try afire. We were under way with the
light, the mare having shared whatever bread and cheese | had left. | ill let her pick the way, for | was
utterly logt.

The sun rose behind us and picked out the jagged teeth of the mountains ahead. We were not a
Bal-oghini, but we were near it. | must have covered seventy milesthat first day.

We would not go so far today because the going was a jagged trap, with stones lying scattered
across the few fla stretches. | wondered how many of those stones had been |eft by the chain of great
earth-quakes of a generation before. | had been in these very mountains to witness the firg few shocks,
and in the City for the big one. How many passages had been dosed by the upheavd, and how many
opened?

Asthe hest of the day came up, and the hillsin-creased their angle, | got down off the mare and tried
to lead her. This was a miserable practice, for she was a ruthless bully on the path, and wanted to go
fagter then 1. After loang a bit of skin and a bit of temper, | decided to grab onto her tal and let the idiot
pul me. She was going where she liked, any-way. In this manner | sprang over the ground with
congderable ease, though | had to trust she wouldn't kick me.

We had just scrambled down a broken hill face, where her speed had amost pulled me off my feet,
when | looked at the pattern of rocks againg the sky and | knew where we were. 1 lifted my eyes to the
left and saw the squat domes of Bologhini a hdf-mile awvay. The mare broke into a trot and | dmost logt
her.

Baloghini is not easly accessible from the south road, and so has never had a strong Veortyan
influ-ence. Most of its people make their living somehow off the plains to the west—which is to say, they
are . Ndish by blood, though not dways as bloody as the Naish. | was disturbed to see the same
suatters camps spread on the high outskirts of 13ologhini that | had seen around Rezhmia the sad,
ineffident at-tempt a nomadism by people with no tdent for it. And | heard my netive tongue spoken,
shouted, dhrilled, and wept in, before my nervous mare even entered the town.

Here my face was to my advantage, but my har was agang me. | had donned the Rezhmian men's
kerchief before entering Rezlunia, and now | stuck dl my dusty locks into its dusty linen. My eyebrows
were by now as much gray as blond, and there was nothing. | could do about them, anyway.

Besdes a horse, some wine and cheese, the stew-ardry of the Towers had given me money. | don't
think 1 had ever had as much money in my pocket before, unless | was carrying it for someone ese. |
rode past the bubble-shaped houses and those strung up like tents, through a public garden dl of water
and colored rocks, and into an innyard that | recalled to have a good livery.

The groom looked digrugfully at the dirty man on a dirty horse. My accent, however, was of, the
best (Powl had made certain of that long years before) and as the man approached; he sad, “I know that
marel”

“Sodol,” | replied, far too weary to explain. “She's come from the capitd in a day and a hdf. She
hes farther to go. Please do as much for her as you can.”

| took a room, but spent only a few hours in it, lying mationless on a bed, between degp and
wake-fulness. | took a bath, ate, ordered a med to be packed, and returned to the dable by lae
afternoon.



Sabia was regting her head on the gdl door. Her eyes watched me. | filled her pack with oats again.

She had been washed down and brushed, and even her flying tall, detangled. “You seem to like her,”
| said, tipping the groom.

He laughed like a Zaguashman. “The couriers cdl her ‘Hazardous Duty.” But | don't have to ride
her. | know sheis as fagt as agnful thought. Where are you taking her?’

| was stopped for amoment. | dmogt didn't an-swer the man or gave him a lie, because what | was
doing was so much like spying. But lies are inaus-picious, as is offending a groom, so | told him,
“Nor-wess.”

His dy face went sober. “For the crown?’

“Not offiadly.”

He walked over to me and spread his hand hori-zontaly below my eyes, to make a map of it. “Say
thisis the mountains,” he began.

“You don't want to go down here,” and he ran hisleft finger above the root of his right thumb,

“. . because the riders are gathered in the plains. They’re upset, like everyone ese about this thing
with the snowmen. Also, they’re robbing the refu-gees. They won't see you as any different. So run her
up the crescent here until you reach the place the mountains dip down, beyond Cieon.” The left finger
moved aong the crevice between his right index and second fingers, to the smdlest joint, and then did
over and off. “Then you'll be far enough north that there's some trees, and if you don’'t mind the uphill
grade, you've a draight west shot toward Norwess.”

| thanked him and tried to tip him again, but he refused. “Not if it's for the crown,” he said. | left
without knowing mysdf if | had cheated the man or not.

| left Bologhini, and my horse seemed fresher than she had been in the Towers stable, and on the
river-bottom road that ran north of Bologhini we made excdlent time. About an hour after that we were
am-bushed.

It happened where the road was pitched by out-crops, during a time Sabia fdt like galoping. | saw
the gtring glinting across from rock to rock, but she did not let me pull her in or turn her. The impact took
her just below the knee, and | did not try to stay with her, but rolled to be clear of her body. When |
stood up again, | saw two young men run-ning a the floundering horse, knives in their hands, and for a
moment | thought | would see the death of Arlin's mare repeated across time. But this crea-ture had her
legs in the air, and they were pumping like those of a startled spider. The men had not suc-ceeded in
getting near her before | was a them, and with my own verson of the Naish battle cry | swung my
dowhee within an inch of thair faces. One ran and the other dipped and fdll.

“Whet the hdl did you want to kill mefor?’ |

shouted in Vdonyan, for this one by hislong face and fair hair was obvioudy a countryman of mine.

“Not you, your horse,” he answered me, in the broad accents of Norwess—my father’s accent, |
suppose. It isnot mine.

For amoment | thought | was looking a a dis-gruntled crown, courier, for whom Hazardous Duty
hed been too much. But no, there were no Veonyan couriersin the sanaur’s service. “Why?”

“Toest it, of course,” he said, and there was more resentment than fear in his voice. “We have had
no mest to eat for over aweek. Nothing but barley.”

| stared. “You're not even thin! My horse should die so you don't have to eat barley? The people of
Baloghini live on the suff.”

He stood up as though dl danger was past. “The little peasants can do so. We can't. Our bones are
bigger, and our . ..

| touched the dowhee to his neck. “You don't seem to understand. | am angry a you. | don't like
your excuse. | would like very much to kill you. | think you should run away.”

Thistook time to sink in, and when it did his re-treat was as dow and sullen as his speech. .1 led the
mare awhile, until | was sure her gaits were even, and then got up on her. Immediately she broke into a
canter.

I’'m sure there were refugees from Veonya who redly were garving, but as it happens | didn't see
them, and my fedings toward my native country were rancorous for the rest of that day. At evening we



reached the little sheep town caled Cieon, where the mare and | found accommodation.

When | |eft town the next morning, it was with a new set of shoes on the mare. Her feed bag was
filled with Naiish-style fodder: dried, fruit, lamb fat, and gristle. | find it unsettling to ‘feed such quff to a
grass-edting animd like a horse, but there was no way we could carry enough grain to see her through,
and she seemed to be used to such dinking fare.

By now it was cold: true Velonyan cold, and | feared that the gray skies might release ther rain and
do us damage. All day we descended the north cut in the mountain range, and by evening we were on the
fla again. | had never come through this way, though once | had made the journey from Rezhmia to
Vdonya as far north as the Sekret steppes. Here there were scattered copses of pine and wind-twisted
oak, and the winter-killed grass did not ap-pear to have been grazed heavily. | hoped we would not meet
herders.

| saw no people, though the tralls were clear. | kept the setting sun in front of my left shoulder and
trusted | would find Norwess eventudly. | made a camp without fire, ate food not much different than the
horse's, and wrapped mysdf in my blanket, wishing for stars. It was so cold within a few hours thet |
rose again, hauled mysdf onto the mare, and lay full length on her back, my face warmed by her mane. |
‘stretched the blanket over both of us. | am not sure ether of us dept in this pogtion, but we were
warmer.

Toward morning she decided to lie down, and | got off to let her do it. Once she was settled, |
wrapped mysdf again and put my back againgt hers, and we both had &t least an hour’s good deep.

| woke with a familiar smdl around me, and found snow on the blanket and on my kerchief. The
earth was dugty with the suff and the sky was lead. The mare and | reieved oursdves, ate rank mutton
and wrinkled apples, and got under way.

It snowed steedily, and dill she went a her springing trot, her head between her knees to judge the
ground. Perhaps her fdl the day before had made her overcautious, but | let her go her indegant way.
Had she sumbled | certainly could not have pulled her up; my hands were under my shirt, in the
waisthand of my trousers.

Soon the snow was not a dusting, but athick blan-ket. | don't know whet trall we were following, if
any. | could only guess the position of the sun.

| had been woolgathering for some minutes when | noticed that Sabia had found a track to follow. It
was the trampling of an anima not too large—neither man nor horse—for in some places the wind had
blown it into drifts where the mark of the beast’s barrd was evident. As | wondered about it, | noticed
large dog prints coming from the left to join it. | thought the dog left the trail again, but | stopped the mare
and looked carefully. This was another dog, coming and not going, | thought about this. After a few
minutes | opened my frozen lipsto talk to the mare.

“Do you know you are following a walf pack, my lady? Is this something the sanaur’s couriers
regu-larly do?’

She didn’'t respond. Since her nose was down there by the path, | assumed she could amdl the
beasts that had madeit. | hoped she knew what she was doing.

The sun came out so brightly my eyes began to water. It was directly before me, so we had dipped
our direction a bit. | tried to rein the mare right and out of the beaten trail, but she began to flounder and
skid and pulled her head back to the opening the wolves had made. At this rate we would touch on
Ekesh before Norwess and waste time going north, but the aternative seemed to be to wait for a thaw.

At noon, with the white caps on the pines spar-kling and the snow crunching around us, we heard the
fird yip. The mare froze in place, her body as tight as a drum. She blew a cloud that crackled in the
Uy air.

Ancther yip answered, ahead of us, and | saw a pae shape bounding through the snow, a hundred
yardsin front of us. The horse wheded and dmost fel.

| took her spin and made her continue it, until we were amed back the way we had started. | knew
the position of two animds dready: one to our right and one ahead, and their intent was dearly to drive
us | had only seen three sets of tracks, but three were enough to drive the mare until she fdl, and | with
her. | would not be driven.



| have never kicked—a horse as hard as | did the gray mare. | think the energy of my heds drove
her up, and forward without any involvement from her brain. As she leaped, | was drawing my dowhee,
which | dmost dropped from my dumsy, cold hand.

| was cavdry trained from the age of five. This style of war has been made obsolete in our lifetime by
the perfection, of powder weapons, but | did not think the wolves had powder wesapons.

Had the mare been battle trained? | didn’t. even think abouit it. | threw her at the gray shape in the
path before us, and | bellowed like a savage, bran-dishing my sword.

| don't think the wolf had prepared for this. Per-haps the human amdl had not even reached it when
it decided to attack the big prey. It pivoted and ran up the path again, while behind | could hear the other
two doing what they did best: chesng some-thing that ran from them.

| had to reach the first before the others reached me. A horse, like a wolf, wants to chase anything
that runs from it, and wants to run from anything that chases it. Consequently, the mare was of my
opinion in this matter, and she was a very fas horse.

We were only afew yards behind the gray wolf when he bounded off the trail and started breasting
hisway through the snow sideways to us. Without my urging, the mare legped after.

The walf hit a pocket and disappeared down to his neck and ears, and as he floundered, | leaned
over the mare's neck and diced his throat open. He screamed once, and between tha sound and the
goray of blood, the mare reared and spun. Had | not had my left hand wrapped in her mane | would have
been spilled.

Her front legs came down in the walf trail, and | used her fear to propd her back toward the other
wolves. There were two, as | had counted. One was as gray as the firgt, and one was dirty white.

They, too, had heard the death scream of their pack mate, and neither hunger nor the thrill of the
chase could overcome the fear of the mongter they saw before them. They turned tall.

| might have let them go, but something in this experience had made me as savage as they were. The
mare was not so happy about chasing thistime, but she, too, was afraid of me by now, and sheran a my
command.

The wolves did not try to separate; perhaps the sght of what happened to ther fdlow in the deep
snow made an impresson on them. Wolves can run, but no wolf could have outrun that mare in a sprint.
We caught up with the gray fird, and | gave Sabia my hed to swerve, her left so that | could take the
creature as | had the firgt wolf, but she did not re-spond. Instead she did what a horse hates to do—she
ran the animd down, and trampled over it. | heard the crack of bone and fdt the unevenness of her
footing, and then it was behind us, and there was only the white wolf, running with a very red tongue
dangling.

It made its move to the left, avay from my do-whee hand, and when | had controlled the plunging
mare and sent her into the snow after it, | found the cresture on its back, wagging its tall feebly. It was a
mde, like the firg one, but pissng itsdf and grin-ning at me.

| was acquainted with a wolf once, or a dog that was much like a walf. Or perhaps it was a
paticu-larly vile kind of ghost thet | knew. | have never known.

The mare was blowing under me. Her heart was adrum and her hide black with swest. | led her fifty
feet away and wrapped the reins once around the branch of an oak. When | returned to the white wolf, it
hed righted itsdlf and wiggled its way toward me like a puppy, its ruff giving it a very puppy face as well.
With agngle stroke | cut its throat, and then in afury | do not understand | hacked the body until there
was no way to tdl what color the beast had been. | had never done such a thing before to any creature,
animd or human.

| dried the mare as best | could with my woolen blanket, and laid it over her to retard the cooling.
Both she and | were rosestained from wolves blood. | waked through the snow and led her, along gray
furnace, wrinkling the air with her heat and sweat. By the time | got on her again, we had both camed
down.

Sometime in the middle of the afternoon we found a road, unmistakable even under the coating of
snow. The good thing about it was that it led the anking sun back over my left shoulder. The bad thing
was that it was not an engineered Rezhmian road, nor even one of our handcrafted Veonyan



thoroughfares. It was packed earth that twisted around trees, with only the most whedbresking stones
removed. It was a happenstance sort of herd—

ers road, and ,| was doubtful concerning the herders that might have made it. Yet it would be worse
to find no people at dl in this northern wilderness, for the wind blew from the north, out of Sekret, and it
hed dl the way from the eternd ice to build its md-ice.

When cowpats were seen dotting the snow and human and horse tracks multiplied, | thought it
bet-ter to pull Sabia wide, hoping to scout the settlement or camp before they had a look & me. The
mare didiked this having found the road, she was satis-fied with it. We were plunging in place when a
boy trotted our way on a pony as thick and furry as the dust under a bed. He had a broad face, like the
chil-dren of the Nalish, or for that matter like mogt chil-dren in the world. He watched the battle for some
moments as the mare swung her head and neck with such force she threatened to break her skull againgt
atree, or agang my skull. Then his pony trotted its tiny steps toward us, the boy flicked out a rope,
caught Sabia over the nose with it, and ddlied her to the horn of his pony’s saddle. She reared once and
the wide pony lightened on dl four of its feet, but if there was any responsein its face, the hair hid it.

“She is too green for you to be out here done” he sad to me chidingly, in Sekret. | barely
under-stood him. Then he added, “ She has hurt hersdf. And you, too.”

| looked a the rawhide rope over her nose and found no damage, and then | redized wha we
looked like, the mare and I. | pulled together what Sekret | remembered and answered, “No. Three
wolves we killed. Not we hurt.”

He gave a bass grunt he mugt have learned from an older relive, pivoted his pony, and began to
lead us dong the road. Since this was the way Sabia had ingsted upon going, she made no demur. My
reins were locked againgt her head by the noose around her nose, so | went dong like a sack in a pack
tran.

| smelled smoke. It made my stomach growl. | was reasonably glad the boy wasn't Naiish, though |
have more experience with the Naish culture than the Sekret. Experience does not dways build
fond-ness, yet | reminded mysdf | might be as easly killed by strangers as by old enemies. Still, my
som-ach growled.

| tried the language again. “She is not green,” | said, or hope | said. “Nor is she fresh. We have
rid-den from Celon thismorning.”

The boy turned his face to me and succeeded in hiding his expression as wel as the pony had done.
Sill, he stared a the gray mare for a count of five before sarting off again. “I have not yet been to
Ceion,” he called over his shoulder. “Isit as grest asthey say?”

“I liked it,” | answered with perfect honesty. “I was warm there.”

We turned past a stand of coated pines and the amdl of cows hit me—of cows and latrines. The
camp had probably begun the day under the same white pdl as dl the countryside, but the activities of a
few dozen humans and &t least a hundred cattle had turned the earth to cold muck.

Sill, it was interesting. Despite my weariness, my frozen state, and the dried blood that stuck to me
everywhere, | gawked and stared. In away it was like Bologhini, the domed city, though here the domes
were built of blocks of snow. In another way it might have been one of the winter camps of the Naiish,
with its cattle paisade of sticks and dry briar. The stone firewdls were like the camps of my own
people, and inthisland of trees they were blaz-ing even in daylight.

The cattle, though, were like nothing ese. They were scarcely larger than goats, and, wide as the
boy’ s pony, and furrier. Their horns rose up and then forward in a busnesdike manner, though many of
them had the ends sawed, and some were blunted by bdls of painted wood. All of the beasts were
fox-red.

We came to the middle of the camp, and people began to gather around us. Leaning forward, |
dipped the noose off Sabia’s nose. She snorted, and immediady started to shiver. | got off.

The blanket | had covered her with was now fro-zen giff. | could not even unfold it. | looked around
me at the curious, sunburned faces of the herders, and because | could not remember the Sekret word
for blanket, | shouted “Shirt! Shirt for the horse!”

They had anticipated my mare' s need, and two women were aready scurrying through the fou snow



with wool rugs padded with horsehair. | tried to drip off the saddle, but found my fingers had log Al
feding, and so even that was done for me. Sabia was covered from pall to tal and led broadside to one
of the fireewdls. She took it dl as her due.

l, too, was blanketed, and in friendly fashion was prodded into one of the snow houses. Insde, the
light was blue.

There was afire going within. It was a very smdl fire, but ill | wondered. “Why doesn't the house
mdt?’ | asked the woman who kndt beside it, but she giggled and scooted out the leather door flap.

“It will mdlt in the spring,” said my boy guardian gravely, and he took my hands in his and regarded
them. There were two, grown men in the hut with us. He spoke to one of them so quickly | could not
understand, and the man followed the woman out.

“How many wolves did you say you killed?”

| repeated for im that | had killed three, by driv-ing them into deep snow.

“And that horse let you do that?’

| fet a need to defend my mount. “She is not usu-dly as you see—as you saw her. | was trying to
avoid your village and she wanted to stay on the road.”

“She has good sense,” he pronounced.

The people were as kind as any | have met. They fed me and the mare. They gave us a little snow
house of our own, with a leather roof. The mare, with her fine, short coat, needed it as much as |. They
asked no more questions, not even where | was going. Perhaps my inadequacy with their language made
them think the effort hopeless.

| was more curious, or perhaps just less polite. | asked questions of everyone | met: the woman who
brought me water to wash, the gil who brought me dinner, and above dl the pony boy who had adopted
me and—at least as he thought—saved me from awild horse.

| found out they were northerners, whose practice it was to come this far south when the freeze made
the ground impassable to the wagons of the Naish, thar enemies. The scrubby cattle could get
suste-nance from lichen on rocks. The people's boast was the cattle made some use of the rocks
themsdlves, and as | mysdf noticed stones and grave in the ever-present cowpats, they may have been
right. The main home range of the people was hundreds of miles north of here, but in the winter even
Sekreters could not make a go of it. Hence these tropica lati-tudes.

| asked the girl what her people caled themsalves, and she told me her name was Etha. | asked the
older woman the same question, and she pointed to hersdf and said, “Two sons, one daughter.” The boy
merdy shook his head and made a dismissve ges-ture. Perhaps the herders did not have a name for
themsdlves. Perhaps the name was secret. Perhaps | had asked an entirdly different question by error.

In the middle of the night | was wakened by a man dapping to announce himsdf outsde my hut. |
pulled the flgp and he came in, accompanied by vidoudy cold ar. “I an Horlo, and | have been seeking
grays. |—came from the morning side. | found your three wolves. One was no good from hoof damage,
but here are the others”

He handed me two pdlts, diff as boards from the cold. “Horlo, | thank you, but | abandoned these.
What is abandoned belongs to him who findsit.”

He shrugged, but what a shrug means to these people was not entirdy what it means to a Velonyan.
“You had no choice but to leave them. Y our horse was wet. | heard the tory.” He forced them into my
hands dmost b ligerently. | thought fast.

“Sill, I cannot take them, my friend. | travel fast tomorrow, and the smdl will frighten my difficult
horse. Y ou would do me a favor by making use of them.”

Thisgave him pause. “1 will give you something for them, then,” he said and went through the legther
flgp before | could object.

My friend the boy returned, blinking deepily. “So you told the truth,” he said. “You killed three
wolves from a horse, in deep snow.”

| felt overly praised. “It was the deep snow that made it work”

He nodded. “Yet it is an uncommon thing. Y our horse is uncommon too. | shdl have to gpologize to
her for my rope.”



He stood in dignified manner until | redlized | was supposed to leave him done with the mare. | went
through the flgp mysdf and frozen ar assaulted my nose. The sky was dear and the stars crackling. After
aminute, he came out again, and | fet the urge to confide. “1 am from a northern place, too,” | said.

He gave me that precocious stare. “Anything you say, | will now believe” he said, and he waked
away through the sngpping snow.

The next moming | was fed again, and so was the mare. The people looked at the coins | offered
them as though they were so many buttons, but that may have been pride as much as ignorance. Horlo
hed found his payment for the hides: a rough woolen jacket padded in the chest and back with channels
of cow hair. It turned out to be the warmest garment | have ever owned.

When | was on the mare again, he stood in my path and said, “You should know that one wolf ill
follows you.”

| stared down at him. “Why? How do you know?’

“I know because | tracked you. Why? | don’t know the mind of a wolf. They have good hides, but
thar souls are a defilement.”

| thanked him for hisinformation, and | left the camp not knowing its name.

The mare was not so Srightly today. Perhaps the Sekret fodder disagreed with her, or perhaps even
she had her limits We trotted on a a good rate, but on this leg of the journey we would break no
rec-ords. The sky remained dear but the ar was no warmer, and the light had my eyes weeping by
mid-day.

My Sekret jacket had mittens attached, as we a home will provide for smdl children who lose their
gloves. These mittens had no thumbs, but a daot in the pdm for the reins to enter. | wrapped my blanket
around my legs and the mare's barrel, kegping us both a little warmer. She pulled no nonsense on me
today.

By afternoon the horizon had changed shape. There was a bulge ahead and over my right shoul-der.
It did not look like mountains, but rether as though the earth itsdf had a swollen bruise far away. |
recognized it as the beginnings of the high-lands of Norwess. From now until our journey’s end, we
would be dimbing.

| falled to find a road that would lead us by a more direct route, though there may have been one
under the snow. Sabia seemed inured to the work and | mysdf was numb, body and mind. We passed
another herder’s camp, but this one was deserted: a congeries of humps in the snow. Before sunset we
came to the border.

Firg there were hoofprints marring the white sur-face perpendicular to our path. There were a
number of them, going in both directions, but there was nothing ese to be seen. Next came a road
marker, cut in granite like a gravestone. | dmost didn’t get off to wipe it clean of snow, because | wasn't
sure | would be able to dimb back on, but | had to know where | was.

Thesde | cleaned was unmarked, and | stared, at it dumbly for some moments before it occurred to
me the writing might be on another face. | cleaned the whole block, to find that on the south sde of the
thing was written EicesH TERRITORY and on the op-posite Sde NorwEss ProVINCE AS | squatted there, a
men on alaboring horse trotted up and used hisanimd’ s legs to press me againg the stone.

“Where are you going and where did you stedl that horse, peasant?’ said the soldier in uncultured
Rezhmian. | reached fingers through the dot in my mitten and pinched the heavy bay’'s fordeg skin,
causng him to dance back. | stood dowly.

“Though you did not ask me my name, felow, | will giveit to you. | am the Aminsanaur Nazhuret,
grandson of the Sanaur Mynauzet, and nephew of the present Sanaur’l Maigeret. The mare was the gift
of Mageret and my businessismy own.”

| have so much the look of the reigning family of Rezhmia, dong with its lack of Sze, that this has
been an inconvenience to me at times. This man, however, was not the sort who looked at faces, but at
clothes. “You're going to die for that impudence, pig!” he shouted.

He drew his saber as he pressed his horse side-ways to me. | darted under the animd’s neck,
draw-ing my dowhee as best | could in the mitten. The horse danced back from me again, and | diced
up-ward between its front legs and severed the girth.



The soldier, who had been leaning heavily in an effort to reach me under the horse's neck, suddenly
heaved with the saddle and hit the ground shoulder firs. The saddle hung sSdeways between breastplate
and crupper, and the beast, with its nasty cut be-tween the legs, bucked screaming away.

Before the man could rise, | jumped with both legs on his chest and put the edge of the dowhee to his
throat. “Now do you believe me, you son of a dave? Could a peasant have done this to you?’

He was not thinking, not even of his own surviva. He pulled a good-sized poignard from his belt and
stabbed twice at my ankle, causng me to dance on his chest. | kicked him in the chin, but | was s0
dumsy from the cold | could not knock him out. | took my dowhee from his throat and diced his hand
off. Red blood pumped into the snow and my mare, tied to a pine, looked at it with only remote, weary
interest.

“Now let metie that up quickly or you'll die” | said as the fdlow sprang to his feet, screaming much
dhiller than was his horse. He did not even staunch the wound with his left hand, but held the horrible
thing out before him and ran into the fieds of snow.

| followed ass best | could, but my legs were frozen and overused. By the time | caught up with his
bright trail, he was face downward in the snow and there was no more blood pumping.

| floundered back to my mare and got on her. | had to check that my feet were in the stirrups, for |
could’ not fed them at dl. | took the road that ran between Ekesh and Norwess as fagt as | could make
her go, before other border guards came. They would be no more willing to ligen to explanations than
this one had been.

Now, after fifty-five years, | had findly announced mysdf to be roydty, and had immediady to kill a
men to enforce my dam. As Powl said it would be. What would Powl think of me?

At least he could not say | had ceased to change.

Hr branches brushed my head and made me aware of my kerchief. Having just created of mysdf a
Rezhrmian aminsanaur, | decided to put him away again. The cold bit & my ears, but bareheaded | was
no longer so recognizable as aforeigner. Of course, be-ing a foreigner in a country at avil war might be
an asset. | folded the kerchief and put it carefully away.

Inmy life | have been in nine countries, not count-ing the various principdities in the Felonk Idands,
but “1 have never seen a place more beautiful than Ekesh Territory. The hills are gentle, the farms rich,
and the waters many and dean. Now these waters were thoroughly frozen, but | did not want to test any
ice with the weight of aladen horse, so | kept to the road and let the inviting white countryside be.

We began to pass these rich farms, and with the snow cover so even, | could not tdl whether drife
hed hurt them or not. | looked for marks of passage, and firs | saw the occasona hoofprint, traveing
with the road or perpendicular to it, and then | saw the boot prints of people, and then | began to see
people themsalves. So gently did | enter my own country and culture | marveled at the number of years |
hed been away from it; nor did my first Sght of it convince me that there was trouble here.

At a crossroads | saw arow of shops, and behind one frostdotted window was a saddle. The price
was hot exorbitant. In the doorway a man was standing, looking out the glass top of the door. | suppose
he was desperate for entertainment, for he stepped out and caled, “You oughta feed that horsel” Then
he laughed, in amanner to cut the offense of the re-mark. | did not reply.

None of the buildings were inns or liveries, so | couldn’t take the man up on his suggestion, and it
was too early to be giving up the day’ s travel. But | took the right-hand turn of the crossroads and within
afew miles had begun to notice the dimb. | wasin Norwess.

FHve miles later we passed a burned building, too badly ruined for me to tdl what its function had
been. Sabia gathered enough energy to shy at the amdl. | didn’t know what to make of the damage. Had
there been aggression, ether of troops or reb-els? Had people been burned to death in this black shel?
Enough houses went up in smoke in a peace-ful winter because of fireplace sparks; | didn't need to
invoke the god of war here.

The ruins were capped in snow, and the surround-ing snow was bumpy with half-obscured
footprints. No great evidence of horse. | rode on.

| came to Longfidd just as the mare and | were used up. | would have preferred to stay the night in a
gmdler town, but at least here there was choice of accommodation, and warm stabling. | gave my name



as Timet Glass.

Another guest had reserved the bath when | ar-rived, but the manageress sad if | wasn't too proud
to use soapy water | could warm up in the tub for free. | accepted her offer, and treated the hot water
with great respect. | had been a stranger to both deanliness and heat for too long. My cracked hands
seemed to be locked onto invigble reins; | swished them through the water until they relaxed. My hair |
scrubbed under the pump. My one change of cloth-ing was Rezhmian slks, so | manufactured a history
for Timet Glass while | soaked.

There were only five of usin the public room thet evening, but there was talk enough for a multitude,
| needed to give only three pieces of information about Master Glass that he sold optica supplies in both
Veonya and Rezhmia, that he was born in the west of the country, and that he had been away from
home for along time this trip.

It became the duty of the other men and the bar-maid dso to bring an old exile up-to-date. The
dif-ficulty was that no two of the guests had the same idea as to what had been hgppening this winter in
Veonya

One man—a poulterer, | think he was—told me that the old king had been killed by mushrooms,
which will happen eventudly to anyone fool enough to mess with them, that macontents with foreign
in-fluences had chosen the event to try to undermine the succession.

| saw the barmaid lift her head a this, but she said nothing. She redlly had no opportunity to speak,
for another fdlow, whose name and occupation | do not remember, said, “Mushrooms? Mushrooms? |
never heard her cdled that before, but | guess the namefits pae and deadly as sheis”

The poulterer dammed his tankard on the table and doshed good de over us dl. “You'd better tdl
mewho it is you' re talking about, you braying ass, and it had better not be who | think it ig”

The third man, who was dight and dark and had expressed an interest in playing cards, caught my
eye and said, “Wdl, the truth is Master Glass, we've been having a dusty winter in Norwess, and no
doubt. There's not much you can say that won't start afight these days.”

“My fault entirdy,” | said, and with one foot be-hind his knee, | sat the poulterer down in his chair
agan. “l ask awkward questions and of course I, get awkward answers. Just tdl me what roads a
peace-ful man should avoid to keep out of trouble”

“Avoid them dl,” grumbled the poulterer. “The Walf is dl over the heights. They'll strip you naked
and leave you in the snow.”

Thedight man spoke up. “The king'sinfantry hed most of the lowlands until the last freeze. They did
abit of burning as they retreated. Probably they’ll try again as the weather improves”

“It'snot going to improve” | said with some cer-tainty, though | don't know where my informeation
came from. Perhaps it was the indinct honed in a man who has spent too many winters without fixed
abode. The poulterer drank that part of his de he had not splashed out, rose heavily, and Ieft usin anger.

We played does-o for hours. The dight, dark man was a cheater, not a very good one. | had been
trained by the best, but | let imwin alittle Rezh-mian gold from me, in payment for his information.

That night | heard howling, but when | sat up inmy bed to listen, | had the peculiar sensdtion that
what | had heard was part of a dream just broken, so | ligened again, heard nothing, and fdl back
adeep.

Though | was not raised in Norwess, | have spent enough time there to know the roads, and most
es-pecidly, the dow, bad roads. | picked the dowest, worst, and most meandering and used it to head
north, in heavy-faling snow.

In this portion of my journey, a horse of less speed and more knee action would have served me
better, for- Sabia was continudly misestimating how high she had to raise her hoof on the long climb, and
we sumbled. But to do her judtice, she hadn't sumbled on the passage of the Crescent Peaks, s0
perhaps her dumaness meant that this intense work had findly gotten to her. It had certainly tempered
her energy, though she was diill more horse than | was used to riding.

| passed through that zone of maples only ten miles or so from the former oratory where | had lived
for dmost ten years with Arlin and then with our daughter aswdl It is a pretty place and dear to me, but
| did not go out of my way to vist. The maple zone is rich-soiled, and the farms are clean and compact,



but the first couple of buildings | rode past had been burned. There were frozen bodies scattered under
the snow: not human, but of Sabia's kind, and dso a few goats. The mare snorted and groaned as she
recognized the horses. | was alittle less nervous.

Norwessen farmers seemed too rich to be revolu-tionary, and too hidebound. 1 found it difficult to
believein a rebe horde that could attract them, so | was forced to believe in a rebd horde that burned
them. The prints, though, declared that troops had been by here. Too late, perhaps?

We were passing the second ruin when | heard howling again. | do not say wolf-howling. The man
who daims to diginguish the howling of awolf from that of a domestic dog is a rare woodsman or a liar.
It made my poor mare trot faster, whichever it was, and it chilled me so tha | drew up the hood of my
jacket.

The firg howl was answered from my right-hand side, and | lifted my arm behind to check that the
dowhee would dip easlly from its pack. Sabia seemed to understand this gesture, for she gave her
biggest groan yet.

| looked around us and saw nothing but shining white earth and dull gray sky, with Slver trunks of
trees gtitched between. My eyes dazzled from the brilliance as | tried to focus; | wished | had equipped
mysdf with smoked glasses. The mare did not ap-preciate being stopped. She swiveled back again and
trotted on with dl the speed the ground would a-low.

It seemed | had chosen wrongly in taking the un-obtrusive road, for we were heading nowhere but
into darker woods, as pine began to replace the ma-ple. | wondered if the mare’ s huge heart and lungs
were feding the dtitude yet.

The howling repeated itsdf, ringing in the emp-tiness, and after a haf-hour or so was replaced by the
yipsof a hunting pack. Sabia gave a diff little buck and | mysdf cursed. “You have food in plenty, you
ginking butchers,” | addressed the beasts. “Whole frozen horses. Cows, probably. Are you so spoiled
you can't waste your effort on frozen meet?’

| did not hear the right-hand voice again, but our behind-follower was fathful. We did not stop for
luncheon, nor to drink, but were driven up into the evergreens, where | know Sabia was feding the thin
ar. The sun came out. Shadows of trees confused the path. There was a fam off the road, and it was
intact by the look of it, but no tracks went in or out, not through the' three layers of snow. | kept to the
road.

Now the rocky bones poked out of the earth, and the going was even worse. | could not see ahead
or behind. The mare dropped her head to gulp snow, but she needed more water than that. 1 gave up
hope we would reach atown and resolved to meet the pursuers on the best terrain | could find.

A place where the road cut through a diff pro-vided cover from the back and one side. | pulled in
the horse but might as wel have been pulling in an equedtrian statue. “Here, Sabia. It's the best well
get!” | said, but she had other ideas. She broke into a gallop.

| looked behind and something was running, pale, down the road. It shonein the sun.

The cut through the rock was behind us now, and in front was a dight decline to a valey filled with
men. Some of these had horses, most had not. They had come down from the North, turning snow to
mush, and rooted up the frozen dirt for a rod’s width. | saw signs of organization among them. All were
armed. They were very, very many.

All this| saw in a moment, and then | grabbed the right rein in both hands and put dl my srength into
hauling the mare around. The dry leather snapped, and Sabia bolted forward like a racer when the rope
drops. We were among the men, and | remember the sweat smdl of them after the dleanliness of wind
and snow. They, probably noticed my swest-ing horse and me as well.

Snce | couldn’t stop the mare, | decided to drive her forward and through the crowd of them. |
booted her and she leaped, dipped, skidded, and came to a stop on one haunch, with me dill on her
back. She clambered up again and shook her skin, rattling me and dl my beongings.

Many men were saring a us. Having nothing bet-ter to do, | stared back. One fdlow, with a head of
ydlow har and a harquebus as old as | am, pointed to me and behind me. “Thewalf,” he said. “Look! It
isthe pale wolf.”

| was 4ill trying to understand this when | felt something touch my hand where it lay on my.mare's



withers. A cold, wet nose had been thrugt into the reins-dot of my mitten, and leaning up againg the
mare, frightening her not at dl, was a long, lean body of slver-white. | fdt its affectionate tongue dide
across my pam. Its ruff was wide, and its eyes triangular and amiling. On its face, throat, and bdly were
gansof pink.

| met its strange eyes and recognized them. “The lagt time we met, you never let me touch you,” |
sadtoit. It, got down on dl fours, danced about, and legped up again. “... Or was that the time be-fore
lest?

As| muttered to the animd, | waited for the as-semblage to become weary of talking about me and
tak to meingead. No one did address me, though | logt interest in the wolf and my mare logt interest in
ganding 4ill in the snow.

| looked around and | saw pieces of Norwess-the populace of Norwess, that is—imperfectly mixed.
Thering of men closest to me seemed pulled together from some smal town shop-row, while only five
yards distant stood a recognizable mass of Provincid Militig, dill in their uniforms and with sergeants
attending. Behind them were the country-men who had fled from Sabia s wild hooves as we charged into
their camp, not mixing with the shop-keepers or the militia, and even the few women | perceived among
the crowd were huddled together, shawl to shawl, as separate from the mass as so many nuns.

The resemblance of these to rdligious women stirred a thought in me. Since no one addressed me, |
spoke to them. | caught the eye of one of the whis—

perers and said to him, “I'm looking for a man named Jeram. Jeram Pagg, of Worrbltown. That's
Worrbltown by the Soun Fdls at Ekesh ling, south of here”

The fdlow, who may have been atallor or a draper or any one of a number of trades, squinted and
stared and was incgpable of any answer. Behind him another said, “Seek the banner, Your Grace. If
Jeram has joined us, he will be with the siver ban-ner.”

There were anumber of standardsin this crowd, dl of them furled. As | dlowed the mare to wander,
| counted heads as wdl as flags. Four flags and eas-ily eght thousand followers. There was what must
have been the red leaf of Norwess, borne by the mi-litig; the swan of Velonya, borne by men in royd
blue and white but with the badges of rank removed from their uniforms, a red-backed standard that |
guessed to be the marten skin of Mackim, duke of Forney, who was now Norwess as wdl, and the
fourth one, which | found amid an assemblage in undyed homespun, dl with therr heads bowed and dl
identically dour. This banner was very tightly furled, but unarguably slver.

“Excuse me this liberty,” | said to the young man holding the standard. He glanced, up a me
somberly and then he stared. Forcing mysdf to smile | took the g&ff from his hand and unlaced the
binding.

Slk and Slver rugtled out into the dry wind. This banner was Smple and painted by hand in black ink.
There was the outline of awalf, running, and in the middle of it, an irregular splash of ink, which drew the
eye. The wind blew, the siver wdf ran. | fdt the ludicrous impulse to r= with it. For no better rea-son
then this | thought of Dinaos.

“An artig did this” | said to the lad, but | could not hear his answer. With effort | took my gaze from
the banner.

“Forgive my snaiching this. | had to know. | come looking for Jeram Fagg; can you help me find
him?’

“He is, probably dready back a Norwess Pdace” the young man said. Carefully he rolled and
cased the banner once again.

| Sghed because that was dill along way away. | wondered what to do now, and it came to me |
could get off the horse. It seemed humorous that idea hadn’t occurred to, me before. | dipped down
from the saddle and dipped much farther than | had in-tended. Only the bracing arm of the young man
held me from the trampled snow.

“l haven't usad those legs latdly,” | told him. | stamped as feding came back into them. The mare
stamped, too.

Thefdlow was mumbling something. | asked him to repest it. “I drew the flags” he said. “1 mean .
you seemed to want to know. Sir. Your Grace.”



Thiswas the second person here to cdl me by that title. It was very peculiar. “What? Am | a bishop,
to be called Your Grace 7’

“You are Nazhuret of Sordaling, if | am not mis-taken. Sir.”

He was atdl blond boy, square-boned after the fashion of Norwess. His face was more pink than
white. “You say you drew the banner, lad? | like it. Not the banner itsdf, but the art of it. Art and
in-dght, perhaps.”

His face went more red then pink. “I am third leve, Your ... Sr. On the path of the void.”

“l have no idea what you are taking about,” | told him, and f led the mare through the ranks of
iden-tica ragged beggars and went looking for anyone whose face | knew.

| found no one, but Duke Mackim, whose honors included most of Norwess, found me. When lagt |
saw him, Mackim had been alad of twenty years, quite bright and likesble. He had been interested in the
dowhee, which was unusud for a Sordding-trained man, and | had sparred with him cordidly. That had
been dmogt eght years before.

Now he was more than cordia. He pressed my hand warmly, and the look in his brown eyes would
have done credit to a spaniel. “I have expected you these four weeks,” he said, and he caled for food
and fodder to be brought out of his persona packs.

| took my hand back. “Y ou expected me? How, when until thislast week | had no idea to make the
trip?’

“I knew you would come to the banner,” he said with perfect certitude.

| dmogt told the man what | wanted him to do with that particular banner and dl it stood for, but my
atention was caught by the sword he wore in his embossed and slvered bdt. “Are you making your
living with a hedger now, milord?’

He faded back a pace. “I don't pretend to be your equa, Nazhuret

“It would be, a peculiar standard of mankind in which you were not, Mackim. The dowhee's strength
was not in duding, anyway, but in bresking blades off to diminate the duel. And it was useful because it
was unknown and therefore hard to counter. But no more. The saber or the hedger—both relics of the
past. Now we just shoot each other.”

“There is more to the life of a warrior then that!” He rested his hand on the plain hilt in its fancy
sheeth, as though he would, soothe a dog.

“Oh?1 don’'t know what that would be,” | said with borderline politeness. | did not look a him. The
duke fed me, anyway.

This little force of humanity, which seemed scarcely able to move itsdf dong the road, had adready
had two full encounters with Velonyan cavary and had given far more losses than it had received.
Veonyan cavdry could afford far more losses, but ill the rec-ord was impressve. According to
Mackim, they suc-ceeded because they fought with reason and ingtinct; againg the rote and drill Forwall,
the Commander of Cavdry, had learned in school. | suspected they won partialy because the rebels
could live off the land and dissolve into the towns and villages when pursued.

Congdering the weether, their camp was meager. There were not tents enough for al, and though
they built, fires, ther wood was limited to what they could find, take by force, or pry from demolished
buildings The men who traveled under the banner of The Walf built no fires at dl, but were warmed and
fed at the fires of others.

“I wouldn't givethem athing,” | said to Mackim. “Ablebodied fdlows like that, can’'t they work for
their bread? And for their fire, too?’

The young duke sat in the warmth of his own campfire and looked sdeways a me. “They have
chosen the path of perfection. Isit so different from ...”

‘Perfectly usdessiswhat they are.” | was being cranky, and | knew it, but it was complain or cry for
me.

“They are the backbone of our fighting force, and deserve our care for no better reason than that.
They ask no great thing of me—of us—no lands, no office or honors. Just food and a fire. Besides,
Nazhuret of Sordding: are you not the first beggar-warrior, and father to dl of these?’

“That damned manuscript. | wrote it years ago. | lived it so long ago | don't remember the people



involved. Damned Jeram has a lot to answer for.”

Mackim amiled. “Then | wish he were here to an-swer you, ingead of me. Discourse is not my
spe-ciaty, though | admit to reading the LENS. Without it, none of uswould be here, | think.”

| looked into the darkness past the fire, where so many men dept, or did not deep and wished there
hed been more to esat, or nursed wounds of war or wounds of the frost. | wondered where the dead
were, whom these had left behind: stacked no doubt like cordwood, waiting for the cemeteries to thaw in
soring. “God in three faces hdp mel When | wrote thet | was honest, inmy own way. How could | have
been so misunderstood? Where did | vaidate war between nations, let done agang the legitimate
crovn?’

“.. Not legitimate anymore,” Mackim interjected. “Not after parricide...”

“... Do you redlly, think Benar had any part in killing his father? What evidence?

The duke' s eyes glistened in the firdight. He looked at me with cam certainty. “The prince was too
prepared, Nazhuret. Within two days of his fath-er’s death, he was oversetting old policy. He re-placed
the Miniger of Trade with Lord Ephlan, and announced the creation of two new regiments, to be
permanently stationed in the South and Norwess. This before he buried Ruda But as for vdidating war, |
know what Powl said. But | dso know what he did, whenever push came to shove. And how you saved
the king againg treachery, and saved Fowl from the king’

“Hedidn't need my hdp, lad.”

“Your reasoning mind tells you to avoid matters of war, Nazhuret, but patriotism is your indinct,
deeper than reason.”

I, recoiled from the duke amogt into the fire itsdlf.

“Save me from such imputation! Mackim, you be-wildered man, does the word ‘scienti’ mean
any-thing to you?’

The cadm certainty faded alittle. “1 know that you grind glass lenses. It is a metgphor for Vison. And
you have studied the meaning of the stars . ..”

| shouted, “The stars have no meaning-save that of ther exisence. | mapped the stars, long years
ago, dong with many other people who have not had the misfortune of having their names made public. |
make glasses so Grandmother may not replace sugar with sdt in the biscuits. | am a scientis who
hap-pened to grow up in this cold, backward, and su-perstitious country, and | do not give you
permisson to daim me or anything | have done!”

Out of long habit, | had kept my pack in order, so there was nothing for me to do but pick it up and
gak away from his firee My horse was in the picket ling, a one end. She tried to kick me when |
ap-proached her with the saddle again, but | didn't take offense.

The young standard-bearer was beside me as | tightened the girth. | don’'t know how long he had
been there. “You are leaving dready?’

“Yes | can't stand it. I'm going to Norwess Palace to throttle Jeram. Or maybe to Vedtinglon. |
can't believe Benar

“You're going to end the war?” he asked smply. | had to laugh. —

“l don’t know what I’'m doing, lad. Or what I'm going to do.” Seated on the mare, | looked down at
his youthful, intdligent face, and | dmog asked him to come with me. Had he not made that remark
about “the path of the void,” | surdy would have. Instead | cdled, “Try to stay dive, son. When my
daughter comes, please ask the same of, her inmy name,” and pushed the unwilling mare into the dark.

Vedinglon is not far from Norwess: not in terms of the travel | had been doing, but it is cold, jagged,
high-atitude going: down to Goss, up again over the old border ridge, and down to the capitd. Now that
the mare went dowly enough to need pushing, | didn’t have the heart to push her.

The ar and soil were frozen. All noises rang, like bdlsin the dark. The sky was darless and gray,
like a fudtian lining to an old coat, but the snow glowed dimly under light from somewhere.

My stomach was hurting, | remember. Want had shrunk it, and | had esten that evening too much of
Veonyd's notorioudy heavy food. Perhaps | was squirming in the saddle, but the mare began to throw
her head in protest, right and left as wdl as up and down. Her neck was lean and supple, and her head
whipped around darmingly. | lost the reins from numb hands and the mare took off.



| could not see where we were going. | hoped she could. The forest swept by us and over us. | dung
to her neck.

| have no dear memory of the branch that swept me off. There was a strong smdl in my nose, a
con-fusion and the impact of the frozen ground. | lay there, thinking it unfair that | could not reorder the
latest ten seconds of my life thinking it was too bad. The knowledge that | mus freeze in place or catch
my horse drove me to my feet again, and | was sur-prised to see her gimmering on the trail in front of
me, only twenty feet away, looking over her shoul-der with her damned head and dender neck. |
shuf-fled forward, though dl feding in my feet was gone.

“There you are, you hitch,” | sad quietly, sniffing through a bleeding nose. “Now don't run away
from me. | hate you, but don't run away from me. Only way you'll get your breskfast is from me. You
can't reach into your pack, can you?’

She didn’t run from me, but neither did she wait. She strode just out of reach, nosng into the brush at
dther dde, ripping icy twigs from the branches. | followed the flicker of her scissoring legs.

| could fed my nose bleeding into the snow. | hoped this would not attract predators. | wondered
where the white wolf was that had followed me into the rebels camp. It seemed irresponsible of me to
havelog it. | sad as much to the horse, to the walf, if it was by, and as dways, to Arlin.

“Tdking to yoursdf again,” she said from the back of the mare.

“No. I'mtaking to you,” | answered, and sprayed blood in a sneeze.

“Then you should speak up,” said my lady.

|, followed aong, leaning forward so not to sain my clothing. Though 1 could not fed them, my feet
remained under me.

“She’'s not bad, this mare. Almogt like my Sabia, if she were prettier. She certainly goes.”

| tried to laugh. “ She does that. From Rezhmia s Towers to Bologhini to Cieon across the steppe and
dl the way up to Norwess. And now this | don’t know why sheisn't dead.”

| heard Arlin dgp the mare€'s neck in comradely fashion. “I've often wondered that about you,
Zhur-rie. But some of us are made to endure.”

That didn’'t sound comforting, and | wanted com-fort. “Actudly, | don't fed very wel right now,” |
sad. “My head hurts. My feet are missing ato-gether.”

“I know. But now iswhet | have, old love, so listen. Do you remember when we firg attended the
conference of astronomersin Morquenie, over twenty-five years ago? Y ou attended three meetings and
one banquet and left, announcing to, dl and sun-dry that there was more to science than star charts and
more to understanding than could be put in a paper to any society.”

This made my head hurt worse. “I remember they were horses asses. Stuffy, full-of-themsdves
pedants with, obsolete technique and more answers than questions ...”

“Youwill get no argument from me, Nazhuret. But | was there to see you, and for a while you acted
entirdy the creature these poor rebels have tried to make you: mysdtic, dangerous, exatic .. .”

“I waan't ... I'mnot ...” | peered over the horse's white tail, seeing nothing but the dark. “Did you
see them dl, Arlin? The idiots with the banner? Sdlf-serving Macklin?’

“l saw them and | saw you, love. My cold, prac-tical scientis.”

“Cold I am. Very cold. And my stomach hurts. But those people are worse off than any number of
ped-ants. They have perverted Powl’ s teaching to the point .. .”

“Bullshit. They have no interest in Powl. It isyou they follow, Nazhuret, with your haf-bred face and
your clever hands and words and dl the unusud things that have happened around you.”

| jogged to keep up. At least it kept me warmer. “Not so unusud. If people would only look about
them, lifeis remarkable:”

“... Andif they got the lessons wrong, well—you never condescended to teach them.”

| fet thisas an injudtice. “I never found anyone who would condescend to lisen. Except Nawvie, and
she st up no rdigious orders. Or, do you mean Jeram?’

“At least Jeram tried,” said my lady. “And they are astonishing fighters”

We went on for some minutes with no sound but my own labored bresthing and the jingling of the
horse's pack.



“What are you going to do now?’ asked Arlin.

| had been hdf adegp inmy jogging, “Do? | think I'm going to kill the king, love. | think | have to.”

There was another few moments of slence. “You could have brought the boy with you,” Arlin said,
and it took me awhile to remember which boy.

“The one who drew the banner? | thought about it. Do you mean | should teach im?If | live through
this | mean? And him. If he lives through this? Do you mean that?’

There was no answer. | sprinted forward, dumsly, findly awakened by my efforts. “You know,
Ar-lin, though | talk to you dmost constantly, you' re not usudly there—out there. | don't usudly see you,
| mean.”

“Do you see me now?’ she asked, and | squinted and looked hard , at the ar above the back of the
white horse, but | didn’t see Arlin.

Nor hear her more.

| woke in Goss, in a stable, in dean straw and with a pillow under my head. | stared a the oak walls
of my gdl, and then a the pillow, which was crusty with blood. My head hurt terribly. | heard a
bang-ing: maybe my own pulse.

Before | could St up, or try to do so, aman ap-proached the open door of the gal. He was dressed
ina coarse woolen shirt and leather breeches, as be-fits a groom. “Welcome to the living,” he said. “We
didn’'t know whether to feed you or bury you, so we settled on giving you a bed.”

| could make no sense out of this nor out of much ese, so he continued, “You walked in here at
dawn, behind your horse. She' s the one raising dust on the other side of the stable. Doesn't seem to like
being staled”

“l remember the horse, but not this place. Please, wheream 17’

“In Goss, where else? Public stable. That hdlion of a mare of yours knew where to go, though |
don't recal having seen her before. We considered cdling a doctor for you, but most of them’s off in the
war and the ones that’s left—well, we decided you'd be better off with horse doctoring. We gave you
ice and a cataplasm. Doctor might have drilled a holein your head to let out the pressure. | seen them do
thet before.”

My good angd sguatted down in the straw beside me. It was farly warm in that place, and ydlow
sraw was hegped over me like a blanket. “I am grateful,” | sad, and my own voice reverberated
un-pleasantly in my head. “But why, in a nation rav-aged by war, would you waste your time with one
Sranger?’

He was a middle-aged, middie-weighted man of the usud Veonyan type. His face was as dry as
legther, and the stubble of his beard shone gold over it. “Wel, maybe it was your mare, bless her nasty
heart. She's one of the best I've seen, and from the looks of her, you've gone hard and fast. Modtly,
though, | think it was your big dog convinced me you were worth something. | like dogs, and the way this
fdlow hung by you—his devotion—that con-vinced me you must be too good to lose”

My head spun, and | wondered if | had lost months of my life to amnesia Then | remembered and
asked, “Isthis along-legged white dog with prick ears and triangular eyes?’

“Thevery same. | don’'t know where heis now, but ...

“That isTt adog,” | told him. “It isawalf | killed a few days ago. The mare, too, is a ghost. Thirty
years aghost: | ended that conversation abruptly by passing out.

The next time | woke | was able to stand up, and had a ful bladder that made it imperdtive | do so.
In the corner of the gl was my saddle, with packs Hill attached. Since there was no one in the stable to
offend with my distrugt, | peeked through the packs and found | had not been robbed of anything, not
even money. Perhaps my saintly savior had not even riffled through them. My devoted “dog” was not to
be seen, but the mare was pawing, just as she had been doing in her gl at the Towers of Rezhmia City.

Lacking a mirror, | looked a mysdf in the water trough; my nose was decidedly wider and of a
dif-ferent color. My forehead had an intdlectuad swell-ing about it, and dso a purple cast. | pulled a
bucket and washed the best | could, dressed in clothes in the Veonyan style, put what | could from the
mare's pack into mine, left a goodly pile of coins on the straw where | had lain, and set out on foot for
Vestinglon.



Before | got to the door of the barn, the whinnies of the mare began to follow me. As | blinked in the
aunlight of the doorway, the dams of her body againgt the gdl door dso followed me. Before | was wel
out into the yar. d, | heard the squed of sted nalls being drawn out and the mare hersdf followed me.
She near knocked me over, getting in front.

“| thought you had enough of thisrider,” | said to her, and she nodded her head forcefully, but stayed
where she was. Despite this unconventiond loydty, it was ten minutes before she dlowed me to catch
her, and as | fdt her limbs for damage she objected to every liberty.

Agang dl probabilities, the beast seemed sound. | repacked her saddle and lifted it on her, added to
the pile of coinsin the straw, and once more | mounted. We trotted down the long dope from Goss to
the capitd no dower than we had |eft Rezhmia

My country was dill locked in winter, but as we descended the depth of the snow grew less. The
ground beneath our feet was mushy, and splashed the belly of the mare and splashed my own legs up to
the knees.

There was not so much destruction here, nor ref-ugees to be seen, but there was a strong military
presence. Ten miles into our travel | encountered a refectory wagon with a broken wde, dragged by
ef-fort into the snowbank at the road’s edge. There was an amy cook redining dong the driver’s hard
seet, wrapped in a horse blanket and adeep under the sun. Ahead there seemed to be more vehides on
the road. | took a handy farm driveway and trotted un-chalenged down to some decent folks house and
barn, turning from there onto the track the milch cows used in their dally perambulations. The cows had
not been turned out today, which was doubtless wise with so many soldiers about, and when ther old
tracks unwound into a snowy pasture, we con-tinued to the gate, forced it open, dosed it behind us, and
rode on.

After a haf-hour’s uncertainty, | found the high-way again, and the troops were behind us. We
reached Said by midday, and that meant we were dmog to Vestinglon.

Sdid is a very old place, which was origindly (I have it on authority) a palisaded, village in a lake,
which could only be reached by boat. Now the town surrounds the lake and the palisade surrounds the
gardens that have made Sdlid famous. They dill can only be reached by boat.

| expected to find the place occupied by the army, either Forwall’s men or some other generd’s. |
saw no evidence of that: only the white walls, the peaked date roofs, the cdf market, the cabbage gdls,
the pubs advertisng their summer-brewed and aged de. All busy, dl noisy, not like a nation in avil war.
Perhaps the favored status of the place was because so many of the members of our parliament had ther
houses in Sdlid instead of Vestinglon proper. But then, Mackim had told me tha King Benar had
dis-solved parliament. | did not St out in the cold think-ing too long about this; | turned into the firs
public house that possessed a livery, ordered oats, lunch-eon, and a hot bath. My name there was Tim
Glazier.

Unlike Norwess, here no one seemed about to dis-cuss politics, no matter how open | kept my ears.

The mare and | took to the roads for the last stretch of our journey. The sun shone down as brightly
asit caninwinter's second month. The wind was light and the snow mdting. The weather was excdlent.
It was afine day to kill my best friend’s only son. It was a perfect time to murder my king.

| had dandled this lad on my knee. Only twice, it is true, because his mother did not approve of her
husband's raffish friend, and unless Rudof had made a point of it, she kept Benar away from me. At
Rudof’s request, the boy had received a few les-sons horseback from my lady Arlin, but he had cdled
her afew unplessant names and his father had struck him down from his pony in red-haired rage.

Benar, too, had red har. As | splashed through the pretty villages and fine fidds that surround
Vestinglon, | wished heartily that Queen Caudrin had not didiked me so overtly. | had never wished for
her affection, for | had none for her. A concedled or polite averson on both sides would have made no
trouble, but the lady was honest, and voca about it. To Rudof | was dways the younger brother he did
not otherwise have, and an attack at, me brought out the defender in him. Hard on the queen. Harder on
Benar.

Crows rose from the sde of the road, shining pur-ple in the light. | saw a family of swans waddling
over anicy pond. The maples of Vedtinglon wove ther branches into the sky everywhere. | was dmost in



tears with the familiar beauty, and with the bril-liance of the sun. | entered the budling city between two
wagons one of onions and one of turnips, their domed tops shining as purple as the crows. Though there
were guards wearing the blue and white, they were gaming and | escaped their atention, com-pletely.

In Vedinglon there are forty teams of heavy horse that plod the streets dl winter, dearing snow with
aniron blade. This makes passage easy, but on the other hand it is damned difficult to open one's door
after they have passed. | saw the teams, and the red-faced tradesmen with their shovels cursing behind
them, and fdt such aflow of peace and contentment a being here that | could not mysdf believe what |
hed come to do. For thefirst timein aweek, | went into the bely of the walf, to contain mysdf. As| did
s0, my demon horse lowered her head, stretched her back, and let out a groaning Sgh of rdief. | wished
| had given her this, comfort much earlier.

| did not take Sabia to my favorite stable, but to an overpriced afair that skimped on fodder but was
near the palace. | |eft her there with ingructions to quarter-groom her soundly, bran her, and turn her out
blanketed into their smdl paddock. | aso warned them tha a large dog, | had los might be dong
anytime. Out of whim | ordered a dinner for it. | pretended | would take my saddle with me, as wel as
my pack, for | knew the employees here to be thieves, but when no one was looking, | hid both in the
hayloft. | 1eft the mare with some doubt | would be &ble to return for her, if | got out of the palace at dl. |
hoped she did not look too much like dog food hersdif.

| cannot describe Vegtinglon as | do Canton, or even Rezhmia City, for sheis so intimate to me she is
like my own round, cornshock head. | believe her to be more beautiful, however, for dl her buildings rise
skyward like pikes or good aspirations, and in the winter they outshine the snow.

| must admit that the streets are miserable, be-cause they are old, from the days when little traffic
came by coach, but rather by foot of human, ass, or horse. The red bricks of the paving are heaved by
frogt, however often chained gangs of men hammer them down again.

In Vedtinglon there was dways the chance | would be recognized, and being dressed in dirt would
not make it harder for anyone | knew to pick me out. Easer, perhaps. | had friends among tradesmen,
sol-diers, stientigs and courtiers, beggars and thieves. Of dl these, | had only to worry about the
soldiers, and though there were many of them in evidence, most seemed to be conscripts, and none of
them paid me mind.

On my way to murder the king, | thought | might stop by the Royd Library. | hated to miss a trip to
the capital without vigting the stacks. A nation of my own absurdity—to combine regicide with a prowl
of the newest publications—sent me into painful giggles, but | stopped at the marble stairs nonetheless.

Before the bronze doors of this establishment is an immense, flat case of glass in which The Vesting
Ver—

ity is posted daily: two copies, redly, so both sdes of the journd can be read by those who cannot
buy the paper themselves. Along with the other men in shabby clothes, | stopped to read. | discovered
that the minor uprisng of macontentsin the East was nearly dl suppressed, and that dl of Norwess had
established its loydty to the crown. Foreign influ-ence was suspected in the disturbances. Trids were
expected shortly.

When | was eighteen, | had not believed what | read in the newspapers, and the knowledge of my
own perspicacity comforted me. Now, at fifty-five, | did not beieve what | read in my country’s
news-papers, and that knowledge made me want to weep.

The journd did not print the usud notice of where the king was tha day. Tha seemed
understandable, under a condition of “minor upriang.” | hoped the duke was right about his having
returned home. | did not go into the library after dl

When Rudof was king, he had spent most of his days at.his gpartments in the military quarters of the
palace. His son had never spent much time there, but now that he was the titular commander of the
armed forces, he might have changed his habits. | knew three ways into those gpartments that would be
unlikdy to cometo notice. | had shared ther se-crecy with the king, who liked to get away from things. |
adso knew alikdy servants entrance into the palace proper, which | learned not from the king but from
my lady Arlin, or more exactly, from her old nurse. | did not think | would be able to break and enter
both buildings without discovery. | chose the palace as mogt likdly to contain Benar. | figured my chances



a oneinthree.

In the market | bought three things a cheap shirt, a butcher’s apron, and a hdf of farmed venison. |
chose the venison Smply because | could not carry a hdf of beef by, mysdf, and a quarter would not
offer enough concealment, but as | blundered dong with my face in the aged carcass, | redized | had
bought mesat that had hung a bit too long, and | fdt my disguise to be very appropriate to my errand.
People on the street got out of my way. Though it was winter, | heard the buzzing of flies

| beat on the door with my boot toe. When it was opened by aguard, | said, “Please. | gotta put this
down or I'm gonna puke.” It was through no delib-erate intent that my voice sounded different, but only
that | could not make mysdf breathe through my nose.

The guard grimaced. “Why they want to eat Suff that way | don’'t know,” he said. “Kitchens are to
theright.”

“I know, | know where they are,” | replied, having aready turned to the kitchens. Over my shoulder
| cdled, “Maybe if we was nobles, we' d have the taste for it.”

But not likdy, | added to mysdf.

There were servants in the joint-kitchen, and de-spite the midwinter freeze three huge fires burned
under the spits. | knew the place well, having once bet on races among the treadmill-dogs that used to
power the indrumentsin the days of my youth. Ru-dof had won those races eadily, for he knew the dogs
better than | had. We had baited the long, short-legged hounds with meat scraps taken from an ice closet
a the other sde of the chamber, which con-nected with the pastry kitchen. | opened the door and
staggered from heat to freezing cold under the weight of the deer. | closed the door behind me, and it
was dark. | sumbled over shards of ice, blocks of ice, and frozen carcasses, and despite the cold | could
dill smdl the dead and rotting deer on my clathing. | had a fantasy—amost a hdlucinaion—

of the haf-frozen, haf-rotten bodies of men that must be stacked dl over my poor country.

Next my hand dapped something smooth and hard. First | thought it to be leather, but then
rec-ognized it as frozen bread dough. When | fdt this | knew where to look for the far door. | had
remem-bered that the doors to the ice closets could dways be opened from within, so as not to freeze
some poor scullion solid, and | hoped such humanity dill ex-isted in the king's kitchens. | reversed my
apron, so the smeared mest juice would not be evident, and opened the door into light.

Before me was a woman with a pig-somach blad-der in her hand, frosting the latticework on a cake.
Between the lines of whiteidng were dried cherries, cut in halves. 1t was enough to make a man swoon
with desire. She looked a mein blank surprise.

“| see the dough isdrying out in there,” | said with a shade of ill temper. “How long did you think you
could keep it?’

She glanced from me to the door and back. “Mas-ter cook, itisntmy ...”

“lsn't your what?” | shouted. “ Tl thet to the spoiled bread!” She ran to the freezer and | ran
from the room.

In the preparation chamber there is a dumb-waiter, used mostly to bring chocolate to guests in the
moming and unpleasant substances to the sck at dl times. Once the king had lowered me in this
contrivance, which had required courage on my part, for Rudof had ,a horsdike sense of humor and an
invindble conviction | could survive any cdam-ity. Now there was no one to work the thing, but |
managed to push it down past the kitchens enough so | could dimb into the brick chimney which
con-tainsit and start to dimb.

It was not a difficult sunt, but there was in it so much an ar of our old good times together thet |
could not keep it in my head that | was going to murder my dear friend’s only son. | kept drifting from
amilesto tears as | humped up my toes and my back aternately to do the three-story dimb.

Up at the fourth floor | found the hatch locked againg me, and for a moment was stymied, but then |
remembered the lock was a smple hook and eye of brass, and though | had left my dowhee behind, |
hed a knife. It was not one of my lady’s pretty daggers, nor yet my daughter’s saentific throwing knives,
but a smple camp blade with a hinge in the middle and a wooden case. The indegant blade did eesly
between the hatch and its jamb and popped the hook.

Getting out was more difficult than dimbing, for it required hanging from the jamb for a moment by



one hand and one knee, but | did it unobserved, and then | was out on the good carpets of the royd
res-idence. | closed the hatch behind me, resisting the impulse to throw the amdly apron down the chute,
where it might be found lying atop the dumb-waiter and give rise to thought. Instead | suffed it under my
shirt, giving mysdf an imposing belly. At my age, | deserved one.

Mogt of the rooms dong this hdl were the use-rooms of the queen's ladies. There was d<o a library,
which Rudof had made his own. Most of the books init were rare and precious (at least to a person like
mysdf) and at least hdf were not in Velonyie. | had never seen his son there, even to vist, and did not
imegine many of the palace accessories had an in-terest in science or foreign histories. | determined to
wait in this room behind a certain couch. | knew, and use my senses to help me locate the king, if he was
here.

| heard nothing in the corridor, and nothing from any door dong the hdl. | dipped to the third door
dong the right, opened it, and went in.

There was the room, just as, | had Ieft it four years before. There, againgt the far wall, was the legther
settee. Sitting upon it, a large volume open upon hislap, Saring up a me Startled, was young King Benar.

My body left my mind far behind, legping the dis-tance, from door to settee. My weight struck Benar
in the chest, and we both went over, hitting the car-pet and ralling once. My body did not finish the
work, however, and | was left with the young mon-arch draining away from me, my hand over his
mouth, and my own mouth spitting out strands of his auburn hair.

| wedged my left knee into the amdl of his back, and with some difficulty | forced him onto his
stom-ach and pulled his head back from the carpet. In this position he was open to a rabbit punch, which
would break his neck deanly. | did not deliver that punch. | sat there for some moments, riding the king
of Velonya like ajockey on ahorse, but | did not strike him.

He was trying to speak—not scream or shout, but speak—and | dipped my hand up to his nose.

“Is this ... did you come to sted me away?’ he asked, his voice twisted by the Stretch upon his
throat. “Like my father and you planned, for the san-aur, when you ended the Summer War?’

“l came to kill you, to end the Winter War,” | answered, and my own voice was not much more
pleasant.

This seemed to, catch him by surprise. His body bucked under me once, and then he went limp.
“Then do it and be over,” he whispered.

| let my knees dip sdeways, until | was sraddling him. | lislened in the corridor, but there was no
sound. | remember the smdl of dust and dirty wool from the carpet. “For the lagt twenty-five years you
have considered me your enemy, Benar. Now that you have made me your enemy in truth, why shouldn’t
I kill you?’ 1 heard mysdf judtifying my actions, and closed my mouth.

Benar took a deep breath, which rocked me back and forth. | kept my free hand between his
shoulder blades, with my weight behind it. He was lithe and wel built, but not his father’s equd in Sze.
Nor had he been taught by his father’ s teacher, or by hisfa-ther. Nor me.

“You were not King Rudof’s enemy, so how can you be entirdy, mine, Nazhuret? At least thet is
whet | thought

“It is because | was not your father’s enemy that | have come to kill you.”

| could fed him testing himsdf under me, but nothing gained him purchase. When my words did not
seem to be followed by action, he Sghed. “This is unbearable. Why don't you do it?” And in another
mood, “Are they redly thinking ... saying ... that | killed my father?’

“A goodly number of ‘they’ are,” | said, and | chuckled. It was a grim, inadequate laugh, but hav-ing
letit loose, | was aware that | had logt my last chance to kill the king. My mind was in utter refusd, and
even my hands let im go. “Did you?’

“Oh, my God!” said Benar. As| rolled off him, he turned on his Side, curled like a hedgehog, and hid
his face behind one hand. | pulled that hand away. “Did you?’ | asked again.

He said, “No,” and he said it with no eaboration. He did not try to get up.

“Did your mother?’

At this his wam brown eyes narrowed in his nar-row, hdf Lowcantoner face. “For three years
before his desth, my mother had not been in the same city as her husband.”



That | had known. “ Sill, did she kill him?’

He rolled over on his back, rdeasing the ful mugt-iness of the carpet. “I am not in any pogtion to
know,” he said to me. “You would know that better than 1. Anyone might know that better than I.” He
sneezed. | remembered he had had asthma, as a boy. “All my advisers told me | wasn't suspected in
Pa-pa s death.”

He looked full and intent at me. “It is supposed to be some scorned midtress. He had many ...
par-amours. You knew that, of course.”

“Yesand no.” Since | had lost my chance at mur-der, | straightened up and righted the settee again. |
sat down upon it. It smelled better than the carpet. “We never spoke of it. He probably knew | would be
... jJudgmenta about the matter.”

Theking of Veonya made to St beside me and then thought better of it. “And yet you lived with

. you lived unmarried for so many years with the Lady Charlan. Bannering.”

His entry into my own private history offended me, but | considered that this man, being king, had no
privacy himsdf and | reined mysdf in. “Arlin and | could not marry, because | was dispossessed and
dared not have legitimate offspring. Nobles are jealous of their possessions, whether old or new-found,”

| don’'t know if Benar had been given that expla-nation for the long, centrd scanda of my life He
was enough aking thet | could not read it'in his face. He merdly nodded. “Nobles are dso ambitious for
new possessions. Isthis not the red explanation for the rebdlion in Norwess 7’

| gazed a his wary, expressionless face and fdt a strong desire to spank the king. 1 could not think
what good that would serve, so ingtead | answered, “Nobles are ambitious, certainly, but had Rudof died
by fdling off his horse, | think there would be no war today.

“Ligen to me, Benar. Perhaps | am dso ambitious. My aunt in Rezhmia has promised to recognize me
as rightful king of Velonya. The connection with your line is tenuous, but with enough regiments in
occupation—Rezhmian regiments—it will become more convincing. You see, the Rezhmians cannot
af-ford to have a dear enemy on ther northwestern border. They intend to take Vdonya out while it is a
war with itsdf ...”

“A war they themselves have financed and fo-mented!”

“No!” | shouted. “No. Wait until you see what sort of war the sanaur’l could finance and ... and
fo-ment, if she desires. What you have is Veonyan out-rage, and mogt ironicdly, it is outrage a foreign
intervention.

“Benar, alarge percentage of Veonya wishes your mother and her whole tribe to hell. Get used to it.
Ded with that or you cannot dedl as king of Ve-lonya”

Anger had overcome Benar’ s wariness, and he sat himsdf on the settee with me and pointed a finger.
“Hrg you tdl me you' re going to be king of Veonya and then you dare to lecture me on top of it.”

| dapped the finger away. “1.don’'t want to be king. | loathe the prospect. At my age, too! But | ook
a you and | don't think you' re big enough to save me fromit!”

“Look who is tdking about ‘big'!” shouted the young king, and then the door opened and Count
Dinaos stepped in. We both stared.

‘Forgive the interruption, Sr. That geography you recommended. You said it was here . 7’

King Benar had been reading from a book of maps, which now lay spine-spread agang a
book-case with its pages like, crushed feathers beneath it. Without will, the king stared toward the book,
which Dinaos retrieved. Leaning againg the case, he smoothed the abused paper, page by page.

“How' are you here?’ | asked. | found my hands were folded in my lap. | was blinking.

“By packet, of course,” he said. “Much faster that way. And of course, more dvilized than riding the
roads.”

| cleared my throat, which had grown dightly hoarse. “And your shoulder?’

Heralled it tentatively. “Not perfect. But it is bet-ter every day, thanks to you and the doctor.”

“l don't know about this” said the king, looking from one of us to the other. The spdl of good
man-ners had somehow taken control of the situation, and he seemed as disndined to continue shouting
as| was. “Are you acquainted with my mother’s cousin, Nazhuret?’

[, inmy turn, stared at Dinaos. “Not with your mother’s cousin, exactly, Sr. With a fdlow traveler on



aboat, who does mogt excdlent oils, yes”

“You flatter me, Nazhuret,” Dinaos said, not meaning it. He dosed the book. “We never traded
genedogies. Why should we have?” He amiled smoothly, bowed to us both, and opened the door.

“I will be inmy room,” he said, and then he dosed the door behind him.

For amoment it was very quiet. Dugt dill hung in the ar from our squabble | thought about the
gtuation, as though | had never thought about it be-fore. “Do you want to end the war?’ | asked Benar.

What started on the young face as a amile ended as exposed teeth. “1 did not start the war, and it is
not the king who can conclude it. The king is not the government; you know that. My father saw to
gripping himsdf of his own power. Parliament ...”

“l am told you have dissolved parliament.”

He scowled. “No. No one has presumed to dis-solve parliament. It recessed for thirty days around
Yule, but it isin sesson beginning next week.”

“Then next week you can tdl parliament you will mediate. The king is not the, government, but the
king's murder began this and the king's intervention is the best way | know to stop it.”

Though his face was no longer masked, the emo-tions that flew over it were too fleging for me to
recognize. At lagt it soured. “The generds will not let me. Already they ‘protect’ me into the state of a
prisoner, and if | chalenge the government | expect | will be *protected’ into legd guardianship.”

| did not ask whether the young man expected his mother would be part of that destructive protection.
It no longer made any difference. “Then,” | said to him, “I guess | must stedl you away, as your father
and | planned to do to the sanaur of Rezhmia during the Summer War.”

“But there is the problem, man! To where? If | knew what generds might follow me, then | would
have solen mysdf, weeks since”

“To Norwess, my king. To the rebels.”

Benar dammed the little couch so hard he dmost tipped us again. “The rebels? Certanly—there's
the very army to take my orders! I'd exchange this close watch for the end of a common thief’s rope! |
was afodl to trust you.”

| let the young king rage and | let hm pace, be-cause | could not deny the possbility he might
end—not a the end of a rope, for the rebels had more respect for roydty than that—but at the
heads-man’s ax. He paced exactly like his father, though his legs were not so long.

“Nonetheless, Benar, it seems you do trust me. Which _I find disurbing. | did come to kill you, and |
am usudly smple enough to do what | set out to do. But if you go with me it will not be as prisoner, |
assure you, and if the rebelswill not parlay with you respectfully, then you will not face them aone.”

He stopped ill and glared at me, and he was such a perfect stranger to me and was yet so much his
father that dl my harr stood on end. “Y ou and who ese will be with me?’

| had aridiculousidea. “Let'sfind out,” | said, and | opened the door out of the library. King Benar
of Velonya followed on my hedls.

“Where is Dinaos s room, Sr?” | whispered.

“My mother’s cousin is quartered down this very hdl,” replied Benar in even quieter tones. “Behind
the gilt-crest door. He has but one servant with him, a dumb man, and if we are reasonably quiet ...”

| ran down the carpeted hall and knocked at the ornate door. The pirate opened it dmost indantly.
“I'm glad to see you survived the Felonks,” | said to him. “Not to mention the sea serpent. And the

He gave me no smile at dl, but bowed himsdf away, and Dinaos was there, his finger closed into his
placein the book. He invited us both in, bowing lightly to the king.

“l wondered,” | said, “whether you'd like to help us do something interesting.”

The king let out an audible gasp. | thought he might stalk out of the room and down the hdl at that
moment, either to get the guard or to return to the library and forget | had happened.

“Interesting in what sense, Nazhuret? Politicaly interesting, or in an atigic sense? If you meen
any-thing more persona than these, | do not suggest we invalve my nephew, even though he be hand—

some, dashing, and highest in the land.”

If King Benar gasped again, | did not hear, it.



| wanted to answer Dinaosin the same vean of wit, as Powl might have answered,, or even my lady
Ar-lin. But | cannot fence with words; in this | am the typicd, golid Veonyan. “I want to escort His
Maj-esty to the Great Square—no, rather to the Tuesday Market. There is dill a Tuesday Market, ian't
there? He wishes to address his people directly.”

Benar grabbed my arm. “And are you tdling me what | am to say to my people? Directly?’

“No, gr, | do not presume. | merdly aspire to get you there”

Dinaos did not touch me, but | was far more aware of his physica presencein front of me than | was
of the grip of the young king. “To escort the king of Vednya is dways, of course, a grest honor.” He
searched around for a bookmark and at lagt took the hand of his servant and placed it firmly between the
pages. “I mugt change, but that won't be a mo-ment. Then | will request three horses suiteble for
hunting—for me, my man, and to pack game. 1 regret | will not have the entertainment of accom-panying
His Mgesty and yoursdf out the window because of this tedious shoulder of mine, but | have no doubts
you, will be able to find us”

He turned to the mute pirate, who dill stood with his hand pressed firmly between the pages of the
geography. “Out the window, Sieben. | said they are going out the window.”

The man was quick about finding the bookmark his master had left lying beneath a cup, and he
dis-appeared through the door. Dinaos gtrolled into his ‘tiring room, and King Benar sat down heavily a
the table. “Why do you trugt im?’

“l ..Heishisown ... “ | wasvery bad & words today. | dmog said, “I am dose to him,” but | was
not sure what | meant by that, so | only sighed and nodded to the king.

Seben returned with a long hemp rope, with over-hand knots measured dong its length, like a
fath-oming rope from a vessd. “Where on the good earth did you find that so quickly?’ asked King
Benar.

I, who had grown up a servant, only thanked him and tried to take it from him. With a black look,
Sieben held it back from me, knotted the end soundly around one leg of a massve armoire, and opened
the window to the winter freeze. Sowly, he lowered it down.

“Hesapi—asalor,” | sad to the king. “The knot will hold. Can you descend?’

The young king snorted. “I'm not agirl,” he said, and then his eyes shifted in embarrassment from the
door where Dinaos bused himsdf in the ‘tiring room to myself and back to the rope.

| thought it only polite in an endeavor of this sort to go fird, so | leaned out the window and found
mysdf overlooking a drab, frozen yard of flagstone. | svung over and went down fast, both to keep my
hands from going numb on the rope, and because even in midwinter Velonya, people do sometimes look
out their windows.

| worried as Benar crawled out after me. As he had said, he was “nat a girl” and was young
be-sdes, but rope dimbing is a specidized kill, not practiced by kings Then | laughed a mysdf,
think-ing how not an hour ago | had been intent upon the same man's death. He came down sprightly
enough, and was holding something tightly in his teeth.

| gave him any hair-stuffed Sekret overcoat, which became a jacket of waist length and three-quarter
deeves upon the king. It amdled no better on roy-aty. The thing he had been carrying was Dinaos's
Lowcantoner dress hat, and Benar looked a 9ght wearing it atop the barbaric jacket. | mysdf was too
nervous to fed the cold.

All I had for digguise was the kerchief in my pocket, and | didn't think it wise to try for the
ap-pearance of a Rezhmian. | followed dong in the king's wake as | used to follow in that of his father,
feding as uneasy about things as | had in years be-fore.

“It will take him time to get the horses,” | said into King Benar's ear.

“If he gets them,” he answered me. “1 don't have your reasons to trust the man.”

“Whet do you mean, my reasons? He' s family to you: not to me. And if you don’t trust him, Sr, why
are you doing this?’

Benar gave me a cool glance. “If he fals me, it's up to you to find a way out. And as for your
reasons, Nazhuret of Sordding, | do not presume to discuss them. But dl the capitd knows the tastes of
my un-cle Count Dinaos, and you are no stranger here, ei-ther.”



Many times in my life | had been migaken for a sexud invert because of my lady’s fondness for
men's dathing. | had dways known the facts, taken the mistake as a great joke, and kept my peace
about it. Now | was not sure what the truth was, but | dill kept my peace about it.

“WelIl go to .the stables,” said the king. “That's the easiest way to meet him, or if he does not arrive,
we can get horses on our own.”

There was a bitter wind, and that odd-shaped and rambling building had diced it narrowly, so that as
we moved it struck at us from different angles. My eyes watered, so | was forced to wak with my head
down, which was dumsy and unobservant. My con-solation was that every other soul in the yards had
his head down, too. Benar kept both hands to hisridiculous hat, which ill snapped in the wind.

He scraped dose to the sde of andl and | hurried to follow, when | seemed to blunder into a patch
of light. My teary eyes dazzled and | wiped them, try-ing to make out the figure before me. It was
dressed in homespun and leggings, with blond hair illumi-nated by its own private sun. | recognized the
boy—the maker of the walf banner.

“Your daughter is safe with us” he said. “She ar-rived this morning” He stepped back two paces
and faded.

Benar came into focus just beyond that spot. He was gaing at me. His hat was gill popping in the
wind. | did not know what to say; | feared if | men-tioned the event | might be convicted of insanity. |
pretended the wind had blown something inmy eye.

“Who the hdl was that?” asked the young king. He strode through the spot the messenger had
va-cated, samping the ground asiif to raise the phan-tom by force. “You did see him, didn’t you?’

“Of course, gr. | met im in Norwess. In the flesh, that is | don’t remember his name: only that he
was on the third levd. Of thevaid, | think.”

Benar dunk close to the bricks of the wal, halding his hat brim so dose to his chin’ he seemed to
want to tieit there. “And what does dl that mean? Some-thing to do with the ‘belly of the wolf' ?’

| shrugged.

“Why do you dam ignorance of this? | thought dl those idiots were imitating Nazhuret of Sorda—

ing.»

“So did Nazhuret. It shows you how wrong we can be, doesn’t it?’ | pressed him to wak on, into
the wind again. “He came to tdl me that my daugh-ter was safe”

“I'm glad to hear tha—my regards to her,” the king bellowed palitdy againg the blowing. “Had you
been worried?’

“Oddly enough, no. I've been too busy to worry much, and | have certainly had no premonitions of
disagter. Which makesiit a very strange vigtation, doesn't it? Lacking in drama.”

“Oh, | don't think s0,” Benar said, “but the vis-tations | am used to are of state, and tend to be dow
and long-winded.”

‘This one was certainly not long-winded,” ‘1 an-swered.

When we were beside the commercid gate, he shouted again. ‘This lad—the void felow. Is he
amongs us? | meen, is he dive or dead?”’

“Alivewhen | lagt saw him, gr.”

“And he didn't mention any recent change of state?’

| shook my head. “Judt the Sngle message. That's dl.”

The count met us as we drew near the stable. He was standing beside three solid-looking horses,
richly geared. Only two of them bore riding saddles, and | wondered who amongst us he intended to jam
into the pack saddle like a dead deer. Dinaos ad-justed very fussly a girth that the groom had a-ready
perfectly adjusted. He did not look up at our approach, but said, “My man will ride and lead the third
horse until we are out of Sght of this place, and then it will be the work of a moment for him to sted a
more gppropriate caparison. Then hewill walk behind in case we need other services”

The king gave an interested glance toward Di-naos's mute pirate. “Good at a number of things, is
he?’ The pirate did not return the glance.

“Any number.” The count mounted and started forward, his face blandly set into its usud saf—

gpprova. The pirate followed, and so did the pack horse, the king of Velonya, and I. “I aready have



ahorse and saddle, my lord,” | cdled forward. “North in the city.”

He leaned over and frowned at me thoughtfully. “Not that beast | put under you in Ighdun?’

He was teasing me, but it was the sort of game guaranteed to make a poor man blush. | explained
with whet dignity | had that his horse was Ieft in my aunt’s care until | could retrieve it. He gave a grunt
and one eyebrow rose. “Wdl, as long as the good woman has fodder enough for it, | don’'t mind.”

| assured the count that my aunt did. | dso gave it as my opinion that we would do better with me
afoot in the market, aswdl as the pirate Sieben. The king gave me a moment’s worried look, but made
no objection. He mounted the other ready horse and we went forward at a good rate, with mysdf trotting
inthe lead and the pirate behind.

| am not such, afodl as to dam the king was not recognized. As our odd party pushed through the
crowds of Crown Quarter, | doubt a minute passed when | did not catch someone staring, sometimes
with dropped jaw, a the spectacle of ther own mon-arch wrapped in barbarian quilting, one hand
press-ing avery floppy antique hat to his head. But no one spoke, and especidly none spoke to us, for
dl be-lieved that the king of Velonya could dress as he wished and move where he wished.

It seemed pure bad fortune when we crossed the Veging Cand bridge, and found a amdl troop of
blue-and-white dragoons blocking the road leading left to Court Market Square. They were engaged in
waming themsdves trooper-style, with a cup of hot mull in the hand and a warm horse under the
seat-bones. | heard one man make a joke about the effect the cold was having on his bdls, and judged
by the qudlity of their laughter that they had been baanc-ing their cups for awhile now. | started to wave
my party back, thinking to move left a the next block, but Count Dinaos pushed his mount past me,

“Soldiers, your king!” he shouted, the sharp con-sonants of Lowcanton meking the words yet more
aggressive. | heard more than one cup hit the cob-bles. Benar cursed under his breath, but he took off his
dlly hat. The two nobles rode through the con-fusion, and before they reached the end of the block, the
troopers had swung ther horses into a good imitation of military attention.

Theking pulled in hisown horse and looked at them. | stood in front and looked dso. One uniform
hed its white frontlet stained with wine, like a greet red heart wound. Tha man was breathing hard, and |
wondered how hot the wine had been. Another was dill sruggling to find his sword hilt under his huge
dragoon cloak, but dl had ther eyes fixed on the king, and what the king saw in those eyes must have
been encouraging, for he spoke.

“Dragoons, attend me, if you please. To the mar-ket.”

His voice in command was less harsh then that of Count Dinaos, but no less effective. The dozen
men swung neatly into doublefile at the Sdes of the king and count, four leading, Sx following, and one to
ather hand. They boxed in the pirate and me, and made us watch our feet.

| could see nothing but horse legs and horse hinds, but | knew the area wel enough to know when
we had debouched into the market square. Here the crowd brought the horses dmogt to a hdt. One of
the dragoons brought out a amdl cornet and blew it to clear a path. We were not doing very wel with
our attempt at secrecy.

| heard Benar give a shout, and he pointed. “Kin-nett! Damn my luck! It's. Colone Kinnett, the
adju-tant. HE's seen us, and there he goes, on foot, the bastard!”

| found my prison of horse bodies intolerable, and in desperation | threw mysdf upon the pack
saddle and baanced standing atop the spare horse's back. “One of you men, fetch him for the king,” |
bel-lowed. “King Benar wishes to speak with the colo-ndl.”

The dragoon with the cornet shot me a glance that went from questioning to ddlighted, and | recalled
the rivary between cavary and headquarters gaff that exigts in every amy of the dvilized world. He,
shat away, honking his horn merrily, and | doubted the colond adjutant would get very, far.

Theking turned and looked up a me on my ac-robatic perch. “Shdl | incorporate every man | find
dangerous to me into thislittle company, Na-zhuret?’

“It seems to be working, Sr,” | said, and | did down onto the lashings of the saddle. It spread my
legs very wide, and as the pirate led me forward, | fdt more and more childiike and not like a man of
fifty-five at dll. | believe | laughed.

Theking stood on the granite base of his grand-father’s war memorid (the war againd Rezhmia that



was logt, and the war that was respongble for my own being), and | am trying to remember what he said
to the market crowd that morning. The words seemed very dirring a the time. He said Velonya was one
people and had aways been one people, and though that is a falsehood, it is a comfortable one, even to
amean like me who is not one people in himsdf. He said further, and this | believe true, that a broken
nation would soon be gobbled up by foreign potentates. With the cunning of hislong traning, he refrained
from naming the potentates and so offended none of the wives and burghers listening. Then he said he
was going that very day to the camp of the rebelsin Norwess to discuss ther grievances and mediate the
peace.

There was a stout lady next to me, carrying a wicker basket hdf as large as she was. This she
dropped under my horse, which tried to dance away from it, while the lady wailed, “Ah, the little one will
be murdered!'—It took me a moment to redize she was taking about the king. | told her he had a better
chance of losing his head to his own generas than to the rebels, but | did not tel her his odds were short
in either case.

Before King Benar was done, | heard a shouting from the crowd, and Sanding again | saw the, mass
pressed and cut by a phdanx of soldiery in blue and white. “Dragoond!” | shouted. “Protect your king!”

| need not have bothered. The horsemen cut through the crowd, and | saw one old woman go down
screaming under hooves. | did down from my perch to find her, and then was in peril from the
dose-ridden horses mysdf. | fended off the big beasts on both sdes with my ebows, but was unable to
find the poor woman; | can only hope some citi-zen pulled her from the cobbles. Now | had to use those
same ebows againg the populace, which closed behind the cavary like water behind a ship. The water
was roaring.

There came an order from the sergeant of dra-goons, and his men surged forward. In order to
pre-vent losing them entirely, | had to grab a horse' stail and be dragged. It was God's mercy | was not
kicked in the head. “Where is the king?' | shouted to the rider, and he saw me there, attached to his
mount in this ignoble manner, and he dashed me across the face with his sted-weighted crop, opening the
skin under one eye and across the bridge of my nose. The ding of it was terrible, and | smeled and
tasted blood again.

“I'm sorry, boy. | did not recognize you as the king's man,” the dragoon said camly, but | was not
cadm. | don't believe | was even human as | legped to grab the man's saddle cantle, hauled mysdf up
behind the dragoon, and took the man by his collar and sash and hauled him above my head and into the
ar. He landed on the pavement badly, and | took his saddle.

There in the midst of the dragoons rode the king, astride but ill seeking his stirrups. The blades of
his bodyguard flashed in the sun and the surround-ing infantry did not yet chalenge them. Though | could
not reach my own girrups by a good four inches, | kicked the horse forward and he shoved his body
next to King Benar’s horse.

The king was flushed: with anger or the euphoria of beattle | could not tell. He looked at my bloody
face and scowled. “Damn you, Nazhuret Eydison; what have you gotten me into? They will kill me and it
will be for nothing at dl.”

At that moment | wished | had succeeded in kill-ing the brat earlier, regardiess what became of
Velonya That this pouting politician should be the sort of his gdlant father seemed impossble. It
occurred to me that were it not for the red hair, | could kill Benar now, here in the square. | answered
him noth-ing at dl, but drove my stolen horse to the front of the wedge and bellowed to be heard above
the noise of the crowd.

“Citizens of Velonyal Stand by your king! Not the blue and white, but the king! The king! The king!”

A musket ball sang by my ear, and as though that was a 9gnd, the crowd took up my chant.—I fet
an-other leg nudge mine as a horse was pressed close.

Dinaos had ether doffed hishat or logt it. He, too, scowled at me, but meditetively. “You don't even
like my nephew, Nazhuret. Why take hisinaults, in-stead of his crown?”

| had to spit blood from my lipsin order to an-swer. “Because | love Veonya, my lord. And | am
not Veonyan enough to stand asitsking. | anwhat | an.” | had to spit again.

‘What you are is scarred, my dear savage. Unless you have that quickly tended. Such a shame a



dave swound. | presume you killed the man?’

| told Dinaosto let it be. That | might well not have to worry about scars in the future, nor did | care
about the qudity of the damage, save that it sung.

The battle was not between armed horsemen and infantry; it was between infantry and the mass of
unarmed flesh, as the ditizens who stood yards away angrily shoved the bodies of the dtizens who stood
closer onto the blades of the regulars. | heard a woman shriek, “My babies! Let us out of herel” and |
fdt perfectly how | had caused this Stuaion: this carnage. | grabbed for the king's horse's bridle, to pull
hm forward. At the moment | was more con-cerned with getting his dangerous presence away from the
unarmed marketers than | was with saving him from capture, but no matter—I missed the catch anyway.

Benar was going fast, even without my help. He dung to the neck of his horse, which was a courtly
beast and not battle hardened at dl. It hopped and kicked at each report of powder, but that same fear
made the horse plunge through the crowd, which a fine hack like that one surdy would not otherwise
have done.

My own cavary mount had no compunctions about trampling things We went over what had been a
fish barrow, and my nose was hit by the gtink of smashed trout as wel as humen blood. The cold had
dready dosed off the bleeding of my face. Both the king's horse and mine were caught briefly in the torn
canvas of addl, and brassware rolled and Banged around us, and then | could see the other side of the
square, where the shops we cdl “red brick palaces’ stood in glassy rows, with the shop owners
edtablishments above them. For a moment | saw mysdf inwhat | thought was a broken window, but then
| recognized the diagond break as being on my face ingead of in the glass. Once past a florig, with its
winter display of hellebore and straw bou-quets, and we were on Grand Avenue, where to my rdief and
amazement the thoroughfare was not be-ing held againg us. The king was on his way.

Battle was dill behind us, and the intersection was corked by the people we had swept dong, ether
by force or by enthusaam. | fdt a tentative tapping on my ankle and looked down to see Sieben, looking
no worse for his passage. He motioned that he would come up behind me, and that and our location
gave me an idea. | swung down from the horse.

“Takeit. I'll be back infive minutes.”

| tried to say the same to Dinaos or the king, but the whipdash made it impossible for me to screw up
my face enough to shout. | ran between horses and off the avenue, where one block away stood the
dable where | had left Sabia

The stablehands were dl out, probably ggoing a the meee in the square. | found the mare chewing
the door of her gdl; she had done a bit of damage dready. In the deaning room | aso found acohol and
ointment for saddle sores. | splashed both over my face and screamed at the result. | had the gray mare
saddled within two minutes and rode her out. There was no one to take my money.

Theking's dragoons were not where | had left them. Taking advantage of the open road, they were
gdloping over the flagstones. The mare from Rezh-mia, having just this day finished a week of abusve
work, took their flight as a chdlenge. She caught up with them within Sxty seconds.

The rear guard spun around to face me with sa-bers raised before they recognized my face—or a
least recognized the dash across it. | was permitted to pass up between ther ordered line to the king.

“So you didn't run,” he said.

| found | could not use my face for expression, and could only speak in a mumble. “You didn’t think
| had,” | said.

Count Dinaos was dill by Benar's sde, riding as for a jolly hunt. He glanced a me, winced
sympatheticaly, and then his attention was caught by the mare. His black eyes firg shone with surprise
and then avidity. “I thought she was dead, he whis-pered. ‘Dead these twenty-five years. Or is this her
daughter?’

The gaunt mare was dancing between the horses of the king and the count, seeming to disdain them.
“l don’'t know who or what she is my lord,” | told him. “I cdl her Sabia, and she can outgo anything
without wings”

He nodded. “And what do you cdl the dog?’

| did not look down, though | felt the same sweat come over me as | had each time the inexplicable



animd had appeared. | thought of a dozen cowardly explanations, and dmost said the white dog was
from the livery where | had kept the mare and would doubtless return home after a block or so. What |
did say was“| have no dog,” and Dinaos did not pursue the subject.

That afternoon’s action is now cdled in histories “The Béttle of Tuesday Market” by some, and in
other places, “The Battle for Kingly Loydty.” If | had to pick between the two, Hike the “Market” title
better, because | ingigated the damned thing, and | had no loydty to theking at dl. But I’d rather name it
“The Battle of Bloody Cobbles’ or, better yet, “The Battle, of Armed versus Unarmed.” At the time, we
were aware of blood and daughter, but would not have cdled it a battle.

What happened during that long afternoon as we rode from the dity is harder yet to explain. | ask the
reader, if despite me there comes a reader, to reflect upon human nature and human habit, and perhaps
he or shewill understand. | admit | don't.

We |€ft the city as a amdl troop of cavary sur-rounding the king, accompanied by burghers and
peasants on foot, and dl of us assalled periodicdly by three brigades of infantry: Gorham'’s firgt, fourth,
and eighth regiments, The King's Own, and the much smdler City Zouaves, to whom Colond Kin-nett
was attached. Their form of assault was to press heavily againg the dragoons, using nothing but ther
bayonet points lightly againg the flanks of the horses, to get close enough—to influence the king. With the
peasantry the soldiers were not so consid-erate.

We were in the river suburb, where as a child | had saved my pennies to ride the swanboats with my
ragamuffin-love Charlan, when a great roar of enthusiasm rang through the dragoons, and at least two
thousand horsemen swept through infantry and peasantry dike and joined with our little bodyguard. | did
not know whether this was catastrophe or res-cue, and | believe nather did the king, but they made
around the royd person a ring of protection much larger than before, and the blue and white was
fluttering a our head.

“We have a chance,” shouted Benar into my ear.

“l didn't believe it until now, but we have a chance.” Then he added, “1 have to piss. | have had to
gnce we left the square. How can | stop dl these?’

| said, “You can't. You don't, Sr. You lean over one stirrup, unbutton, and try not to dirty your own
horse. Nor my leg, if you please.”

As he continued to stare a me, | nodded my head forcefully. “That is how it is done. Among the
Naish they even . . . wel, no matter. No onewill see but me”

| was inaccurate in that, for Count Dinaos noticed and he laughed in the rudest fashion. But he is the
king'suncle

Before the early dusk of winter we received a let-ter, passed from horseman to horseman, that
Gen-erd Degump of the Zouaves wished the king to understand that his dlegiance in this matter was not
a dl in question; they were dl king's men. Benar showed this missve to Dinaos and mysdf. “How can |
ever trust the man?’ he asked.

It was Count Dinaos who answered, his mouth as bright with teeth as any shark’s. “You don't trust
him, Bennie. You use hint Put his men between your cavary and the rest, where they will be firg hit if
there is a dtrike againg you. Seeif they obey.”

The Zouaves did obey, and | watched ther blousy, brilliant uniforms and their black horses make a
bor-der around our strange assemblage.

The speed a which a mass of soldiery can move seems to be inverse to its number, and my mare
rested as she carried me. By dark—and marching men cdl it dark earlier than do riders—the crimson
wagons of the City Zouaves had forced themsdlves forward to meet the king, filled with the finest of fine
gear for winter camping. As it turned out, Benar commandeered an estate on the banks of the Veon
River, and it was the Zouaves themsaves who camped in the snow around it, meking a circle of bright
campfires around the bright windows of the mansion.

| got to dine with the king and bunk with im as well, and | do not know whether this was from royd
favor, or to make certain | was subject to the maxi-mum risk.

By now the cold had numbed my twice-damaged nose, but there were military doctors to see to the
wound, and but for the interference of Count Dinaos | might have been subject to them, and perhaps had



my nose amputated. Sieben the pirate gitched it up with fine slk thread he raided from the ladies
chambers, and he used very smdl gtitches, each of which hurt.

“You may be presentable after dl,” said the count, who watched dl while, swishing brandy in a
blown snifter. “But if you are not, at least we will dill have the painting. | am glad of that.”

The pain of the needle brought tears to my eyes, and | was surprised to hear his voice very close in
my ear. “It was you, wasn't it, who thought to bring me dong on this promenade? Not my nephew, but
you?”

| admitted as much.

“Why?" he asked, and | could fed his breath in my right ear, and amdl the fine old brandy he was
holding to my lips. Blinking, | whispered that | didn’'t know why, and he held the glass up for me to drink,
and took it away again and kissed me. Through fumes and tears | could not seehim at dl.

“Not that | fed that you owe me for the deed, Nazhuret. | am immensdy amused by everything
to-day except your Veonyan weether.”

| wiped my eyes on my deeve and then | could see him again, swirling his brandy, looking more
bored than amused, and not at dl like aman who had just kissed another man on the lips.

“One by one” he sad, in the same languid tone, “your regimental and brigade commanders are
com-ing to vigt the king, explaining that any conflict was a hideous misunderstanding. The problem now
will be to explain this crowd to your rebels as a mediation for peace.”

“And the people? The commoners who followed us? Now that it's cold and we're .. .” | found it
a-mogt impossible to talk with the new gtitches.

Dinaos shrugged, and this gesture was fregkishly like one of Arlin's shrugs. | took the brandy from
his hand without invitation and downed the glass. He looked less bored and more amused. “The
peas-ants are gone, to wherever peasants go a night. Like birds, | suppose, they have their nedts.
Perhaps they will accompany us again tomorrow, if we strew crumbs of rhetoric.”

| rose from the stool where Sieben had placed me, and it was in my mind to tread out into the snow
and go “wherever the peasants go.” It seemed that there, findly, was my loydty, and if thar use in this
expedition led to death by freezing, then | ought to freeze with them. | found my head a bit light,
how-ever, and my vison a bit speckled. The pirate took me by both shoulders.

“Oh, and your dog is being warmed in the kitchen,” said Dinaos, dill camly. “Though if thet is a dog,
| am an Ighdun fisherman.”

We werein one of the smdler dining rooms, where the rug had been rolled up to prevent the spatter
of my blood in this surgery. | had forgotten the animd, but as Dinaos spoke | became aware of it, | don't
know how, and | pointed to the place from where | fdt it. “There?’

The count nodded. “Y es. The dragoons had a hard time with it, but it is locked awvay now.”

“|t—attacked them?’

He made aface. “No, no, Nazhuret. It whined and wiggled and squirmed to be with you. They might
have let it in out of compassion, but | said no, lest it joggle my man’s hand.’

| saw the terrible cresture in my mind's eye, diced open in the snow, and then rollicking, unharmed,
behind me.— Tdl me, my friend. Thisdog. Isits coat somewhét ... pink?’

“Pink? Oh, yes, | see what you mean. Yes, it bears dl its wounds. What have you done to it?’

Now | could stand without help. “I killed it.” | stepped in the direction of awhite wooden door, and |
fdt strong enough to make the little journey to the kitchen.

“And now you mug kill it agan? he asked lightly. Sieben just stood there, one hand holding a
bloody needie.

“No,” | answered. “I don't think so. Not any-more.”

Behind the white door was an oven room, now cold, and behind it another door, this with a chair
propped, againg it. | removed the chair and stepped into the lightless kitchen.

| could hesr it; a scrgping over the tiles and a whine. There were two windows and only the light of
campfires far below. “What thistime?’ | whis-pered to the wolf. “Do you try to kill me or do | try to kill
you? Do you follow or . . . or do you lead?’

Its nails clicked over the floor in a path that hugged the wadlls. It seemed about as eager to come to



me as any wild beast is when locked in a room with man. “They said you loved me, you ... thing. Or at
least were firmly attached to me. Maybe the latter is more true. Maybe you likeit aslitle as | do. Maybe
you, too, have no choice in the matter.”

Now | could see the pde form, so tdl, so long, like a caricature of a starved dog. Its head was
a-mogt on the tiles, and its tall between its hind legs. It sought to hide under the iron stove, but | could
dill seeit, and it knew.

| was suddenly as weary as | deserved to be, and | sat down on the cold kitchen floor. | stopped
look-ing &t the walf. “Once, we might have been very smple friends, you and I. | shared my food with
you, but you wouldn't share yours with me. Re-member?

“You took up with the werewolf. Or, were you the werewolf? | ask you, was there a werewolf at dl,
or only asick man?’ | glanced up, and the wolf had crawled hdf out from under the stove, and its eyes
shone a me green as beech leaves. | couldn't bear that beauty, so 1 looked a my worn old hands
in-stead.

“Every time | have seen a ghogt, and that is about every time | have killed a man, | have seen you,
too. Yet | hadn't killed you then. Only tossed a stone a you. In fact, weren't you the ghost of the first
men | killed? | thought so, once.

“Since then, | admit | have killed you. It was le-gitimate, for you were trying to kill me, or my horse.
Weren't you?’

| looked up again and the eyes were very close to me. Green as jade. “Are you death, Whitey? My
own private death, which has never found me, but which | am so good at inflicting upon others?

“How do | come to have a white desth that fol-lows me? How do | come to creste a banner for
other men—to be a banner for men | cannot understand and who cannot understand me?” My eyes
werefill-ing with tears.

“Whitey, | wish | had stayed a servant at Sordal-ing School dl the days of my life. | wish with dl my
heart | had died with Arlin. | wish | could die now, and let dl the world find its own way out of its mess.
Even Nawvies | wish she were rid of me and could go her own londy way.

“If you're here for revenge, Whitey, if you're here to kill me as | killed you, then | will be very
grate-ful.”

| felt breath like hot brandy on my face and the white walf licked both my eyes and the wound upon
my face. It did not hurt a dl, but shocked me like the kiss of Count Dinaos.

Theking found me just before daylight, ll Stting on the cold kitchen floor, sound adeep. “Are you
in ‘the bdly of the wolf'?" he asked with heavy sar-casm. Climbing out of some dream | don't
remem-ber, | answered, “No. He didn't even bite” On my hands and knees | looked around the room,
but there was no beast there.

“Did you let him out?’

King Benar sighed. “Too early for jokes, Nazhuret. | wanted to show you this’—and he handed me
the Sekret padded jacket, which had been ripped up one side from waig to ampit. “I'm sorry | ruined
your winter clothes, but upstairs you will surely find something that fits”

The house belonged to Generd Sir Hegl Skedar, who was afidd commander for Gorham, and | felt
no compunction about raiding his wardrobe, or his copper bath. It was not so easy, however, to find
warm garb that was short enough for me without being sized for a lissome boy. Findly, | found a black
wool shirt that could serve me as along tunic, and a pair of boy’s boots much softer and finer than my
own. My ragged trousers had to remain in service. A servant volunteered the use of his sheepskin vest
over dl, and to thisday | do not know whether thet loydty was for his master’s sake or because he did
not care particularly for his master.

Thus appareled, | looked like nathing Veonyan nor Rezhmian, but | did look warm. | went back to
the kitchens and forced down some good breskfast | didn't want, gtting by mysdf in a corner, while
King Benar breakfasted with the men who had hunted him the day before. When | was through, | stood
behind the king in the position of servitor until he was compelled to notice me.

“So, Nazhuret,” he said in a public voice, “you've given up on your brown tallored day wear. | do
gpologize” There was laughter.



| leaned forward and spoke to him aone. “You mug give up something too, sr. If you would do
what you came to do. You mus send back thisarmy.”

His jaw made ridges aong his face. Y ou mus think me a fool, old man. | have camped around this
house a good solid force of loyd soldiery.”

| worked to retain my composure. “A good solid force of soldiery, whether loyd or didoyd, is not
what a mediator needs most?

Benar looked around him, at the men at, his table, where there was more gold on the uniforms than in
the eggs and butter on the plates. * Perhaps this be-ing a mediator is no longer necessary. | have found
the men, the morde, the, place, and thetime*

“You have found cdamity,” | whispered. | did not head for the frosted door into the kitchen, but into
the hdls so it would be a while before the occupiers of the house figured my intent. | donned the
sheep-skin, my gloves, and left by the great door, into a blast of wind.

| circled to the back, where the stable court lay, and once within | considered appropriating one of
the fresh horses, but Sabia, gaunt and tirdess, sslamped and whinnied. | saddled her and was out into the
gorm. My greatest regret was that | had not the time to inform Dinaos of the king's treachery—his
treachery or my own, depending upon the views of the narrator.

Because of the blowing snow we could only walk, and there was no ring of sunin the sky to tdl usin
which direction to do so. | knew these parts fairly wdl, though, and turned the mare's head dightly to the
right. Outbuildings formed and faded again, in the blinding snow. Sabia dosed her ears againg her head.
My own ears were freezing.

Before us, on the public street, there was the pink of frozen blood and something dead. My poor
mare found the energy to dance around it. | got off and saw white over white, outlined in red. It was
im-possible. It was the body of my white dog, my wolf, which | had killed a week before and which had
licked me last night. | wondered who had seen the poor aringing creature and dain it, and | fdt a strange,
regret, and then | saw without possibility of error that the wounds which had caused its death were those
made by my own sword days ago, yet fresh and bloody. The body was warm.

What | did next was extravagant, congdering my fedings and the press for time. | skinned the wolf,
head, claws and dl. :I scraped the skin over the snow to remove mogt of the blood and then thought to
throw it over the pillion of my saddle. | could not keep it there; it dipped one way and then another, and
findly | dmost logt it over the croup. On a bloody impulse | put the bloody thing around me, tying its feet
around my neck and dipping the long snout over my bare head. The mare did not object, and indeed |
hed begun to think, of her as a more ghedly animd than the wolf. White on white in white, we stepped
through the blowing snow, and my only compass was the glow in the quarter of the sky that held the sun.

It was noon or later when | heard the shot, and my firg impulse was to soin the mare and ride her
back in her deep hoofprints. But there had been something about that explosion, and then | had heard no
whine of bdl or impact in the snow or trees around me. | stood my nervous mare and waited, and up
from the hill before me rose a figure covered by a sheet such as amdl boats use for sal. It was my little
daughter and she was loading again. She waved when she knew | had seen her. | noticed that the pistol
was a breechl oader.

| trotted up to her. “ So, you have perfected, it,” | said, and found to my surprise my lips were numb.

“I wouldn't cdll it perfect, Papa,” she answered, busy fitting into the thing a brass cylinder that didn’t
want to go. “But it works more often than not. 1 had help in the foundrying.” She pointed with her nose to a
figure behind the trunk of a tree. Upon his head was a cap of snow, but even with this | could rec-ognize
the flaxen boy | had seen twice; once in the flesh. He looked asif he were not sure of his wel-come.

“Areyou a metalworker aswdl as ... in the third order of the void, or whatever?’ | asked him, and
he answered, “Ironwork ismy training, but | know something of brass. Your ball-casket is a good idea,
because of the expanson of the metdl. It sedls . . ”

| told hm | knew that already, and looked back a Navvie, who had loaded again and tucked the
gun, away. | noted with interest it was muzzle-down without losing the charge. “And do you have enough
shdlsfor your lead to waste one scaring your old father?’

“l don't have aloud voice” she answered. Navvie, under her canvas wrap, was dressed after the



manner of a boy of Vegtinglon, in shirt, trousers, and tal stockings. Her disguise was not as perfect as
those her mother had taken, but it served if aman did not look twice. | thought to tel her that a boy might
be shot where a woman would escape, but she was old enough to know her own business, and be-sides,
| was not sure | was right.

“And | was not certain you would recognize my voice, Sr, and take it as that of afriend.”

| looked down &t the blond and ruddy fdlow in his homespun and said, “I am good a remembering
people who come to me glowing.”

He looked embarrassed and with one hand di-vested himsdf of his show cap. “So you got my
mes-sage.” His glance rose from my face to my own headgear. “May | ask why you killed your white
walf, gr?’

| thought how best to answer the question, and could think of nothing sensble. “I killed this wolf
before you ever saw it by my sde, lad.” | was about to explain further, but he nodded solemnly and
stepped back, leaving me to speak with my daugh-ter.

“Your idea hasn't worked out, I'm sorry to say, my dear. | have been to the rebels and to the king,
and dl | have done is to indtigate a winter campaign againg the heights, led by the king himsdf.”

Navvie was disappointed, but tried not to show it. “Then the worse for them, Papa. | guess | will
have to end as the daughter of the king of Veonya”

“Horrid thought!”

She sniffed. “Do you think you could do worse than what is being done aready?’

| shrugged, causing arudlein the, fur of the walf. “I was speaking sdfishly, Navvie”

The young man was saring over the ground whence | had come. His eyes were unfocused. | won—

dered if I ought to address him or let him mediitate. Then he said, “Thereisa smdl party of horsemen
fallowing your tracks, sir. They will bein sght in afew minutes”

| didn’'t know what sense the boy was usng to know this, but somehow | didn’t doubt him. | cursed
mysdf, feding both fear for the young people and shame for my own doppiness. “I depended on the
blowing snow, children. | don’t know how they tracked the mare, but forgive me.”

“No need to suppose they're after you, Father, but in any case, let’s withdraw a little. | doubt three
men have a chance againg us”

“The young are confident,” 1 said, to no one but mysdf, but | followed Nawvie to a place behind a
little rise of ground. It would hide us, were we on our bellies, but not the sanding horse. | had no idea
what to do with her except dit her throat, and that seemed both ungrateful and noisy.

Navvie, however, was her mother’s daughter. She soothed the beast with baby talk, and then gently
she pulled one leg out from under her. The young man rubbed her with both hands on her muzze un-der
the eyes, and over she went, blinking but quiet. We joined the mare on the snow, and only the heds of
the young peopl€e' s snowshoes stuck up above the ground. Navvie spread the canvas over as much of us
as she could.

Fra there was nothing to see over the long dope but blowing snow. My prints were dready the
mer-est pores in the young face of winter, and | began to doubt anyone could follow such a track. ‘What
isshe cdled: the mare?’ asked Nawvie.

| answered, “Sabia. Y our mother had such an-other. Or perhaps the same horse. Things seem to be
repegting inmy life”

“Sabia | was dways told she was beautiful! And sweet.”

| glanced a Navvie's ruddy cheeks, feding dightly hurt by her judgment upon my horse. “This one
could be beautiful, if I were not working her to death. And as for sweet—well, | never saw that in Sabia.
But then, she was your mother’s horse and | was nathing to her but occasiona baggage.”

“And this one is yours?’

| shrugged. “1 seem to be killing this poor mare. Let’s not tak about it. just accept that she looks
more like Arlin's Sabia than any creature | have yet met.”

This talk about names reminded me of something. “Lad, lad. | am sorry to say | have never asked
your name. Forgive my rudeness.”

The blond gave me the grin of achild. “What are names;, after dl? What importance ...”



“Enough! What is your name? Theimportance isthat | have asked.”

“My nameis Timgt, ar. Of no particular family. Born and raised in Norwess.”

“Timet of Norwess,” | said, and | laughed up-roarioudy and rubbed my face with snow.

“Timet is a very common name, especidly in Nor-wess,” he said, but Nawvie just looked from one of
us to another with some of .Arlin's dark intensty.

Firg the approaching party was a gray speck and then a wavering shape, like the lesf under water.
Nawvie passed me asmdl spyglass, but it fogged as | put my eyeto it, and by thetime ‘1 had cleared it, |
could see the three riders with my fifty-five-year-old eyes, and if they were military trackers, | was a
Harborman.

By the amount of gold in the gear of the Ieftmogt rider | might have thought him the king of Velonya,
but I recognized him as Dinaos and was very sur—

prised. The neat uniform dress of the man to his right might have been that of the king's bodyguard,
but | looked twice and saw the auburn hair of Benar himsdlf. The third rider, dightly behind, was the mute
pirate, Sieben. | watched them toil onward and marveled that they were entirdy aone out here.

| inquired of Timet of Norwess for support. “Do your unusud senses tdl you whether any
accom-pany them, Tim?’

He blushed like a rose. “My senses are not that unusud, Sr. But there is no one with the king but
those two.”

| pushed him further. “And why are they here? Can you tdl me that?”
Navvie met my eyes, but she did not interrupt. “Of course, to speak to Nazhuret of Sordding. Why
ds=?’

| was dmost seduced by the boy’ s idea of my own importance. | mysdf could think of a few reasons
the king would flee his own army: reasons not inrvolving me. | did not let mysdf get into that argu ment,
but | said, “So then, I'll go give them their wish.”

“Well cover you from here,” he said, and damned if the boy didn’t have a little bow made from a fail
billet, just as Powl and | had carried thirty-five years before in our meanderings around the Sordding
suburbs. It looked to me like a charming but pathetic antique.

“We won't need to shoot,” my daughter whis-pered to the boy. “Not while Count Dinaos is by.”

“Who?’

| cut off theair didogue. “Don't shoot in any case, son. If Benar killsme and you kill him, then there is
no one to rulein Velonya save the amy, and that will mean the end of parliament and dl my teacher and
King Rudof cared for. And dl | cared for, too.”

| stepped over the snowdrift before he could re-spond, hearing only the crunch of my feet into the
deep snow and the crackle of cold ar in my nodtrils.

| had cdled the boy “son” not casudly, but be-cause | was dready fond of him, and saw in him a
form of what | had been at his age, except that he was tdler, more comdy, and even odder than | was. |
was ds0 jedlous of him, as though | might wish my tiny, beautiful Rezhmian mother to have been a
drapping farm girl of Norwess. | was shamed by my own jedousy, but 4ill 1 fdt it. | floundered through
the snow toward the horsemen, who struggled in my direction, and turned my mind back to the busi-ness
a hand.

Theking at least mugt have known me, for | had been wearing the black tunic and trousers on my last
brief interview with him. The wolfskin rode down my back, so only: part of my face was concealed from
any man gtting above me. Still, they made no an-swer to my cdl, but wheded and backed before
de-ciding to stop and wait for me to ssomp up to them. | saw their horses drop ther heads and close
their brown eyes againg the ice in the wind. When | came within a reasonable pistol shot, | flipped the
head of the walf off my hair, so that if | were shot it would not be out of mistaken idertity.

Dinaos was the firg to kick his horse closer. “By the heart of God, Nazhuret! What have you
become now: a Sekret werewolf?’

| smiled up a him and fdt the corners of my mouth crack. “My lord, compared with others | have
met recently, | am as ordinary as awooally sheep.” | looked past him to the face of Benar, which the cold
hed turned white and red, like a Y ule confection.



“I've ... we' ve been chasing after you, Nazhuret,” he said.

“Jud the three of you?’

“Yes” The king seemed resentful, as though he expected gratitude for something, but my smdl
varrity caused me to make the king's interests wait. “Did you track me?’ | asked.

Dinaos answered, “No. There were no tracks. | didn't expect you would leave any, being who you
are. But though I’'m no wizard, neither am | stupid, and | guessed how you would choose the way up to
Norwess. | do know you,” he added compla-cently, and the king shot him a glance of distrugt.

Behind me | heard Sabia scrabbling to her feet, her harness jingling. The king drove his horse closer
to me. “Nazhuret,” he said thickly, as numib-mouthed from cold as | was, “I mug gpologize. | let Gorman
overpersuade me. That, and having dl those soldiers under my own command unexpectedly. It was a
sort of betraya of you.”

It was every sort of betraya of me, but | saw no reason to tdl Benar so when he was behaving so
nicdly. “I didn’t intend this to be a maneuver in force, and indeed it will not be. | have sent . ..”

| glanced up into the wind and the king's face, but he was looking past me, his, green eyes wide. “I
have seen that man beforel” He was pointing a my friend of the third leved of the void.

“That's Timet of Norwess,” | told them with some satisfaction.

Count Dinaos held his chin in one mittened hand and gave young Timet a heavy-lidded, judging Stare.

“Fine-looking boy, ia't he?’ | cdled to him, a shade sharper than | had intended. The count,
una-bashed, continued to stare.

“Bland,” he announced at lagt. “But of course the young are bland.”

| tapped the leg of King Benar to get his attention. “You say you sent the divison home?’

“l did.”

“And did it go where you sent it, Sr?’

Benar tore his glance from the man he had seen walk right through him, shining like a mirror in the
aun. He shook his head, not in reply to my question, but to clear his mind. | could see him dready
begin-ning to doubt Timet's origind agpparition. So do men diminate from their past dl miracles.

“Go home? | surdy think so. With three rebdlious generds and a fidd marshd in manades. | am
de-dared Commander of the Army, with authority to make peace, subject only to ratification from
parliaament. Parliament wants peace like a Cantoner wants a full ship. Now, Nazhuret, the rest of it isin
your hands.”

Thismade me laugh. | held up both hands, which were suffed into mittens so thick they looked like
the paws of a bear. “I hope not so, Benar, because my hands have log, dl feding.”

There were sx of us, four mounted and two on snowshoes. My daughter and Timet made much
bet-ter progress than the rest. They seemed in unusudly high spirits, given the Stuation, and | tried to say
nothing that might mar that mood. We were ap-proaching Norwess adong the steepest road, which in
gmdl seemed to be only gentle devation, dotted with trees and farmhouses and with every waterway
bridged and covered, but when regarded in large was actudly a ponderous switchback up the sde of a
mountain. We stopped at a cow byre for dinner, and though the place was bright in fresh paint and wel
maintained, it was empty. | had come with less in my bags than my companions, but with Sieben’'s
provisons and Navvie' s usud forethought | did not go hungry or dry. The horses ate what the cows were
missing.

Benar wished to scout around the place for Sgns of what had happened, but Dinaos and | convinced
hmthat Timet, being alocd, could do it better. Nav-vie moved her kit over with the horses. She and the
king had not gotten on since the day he cdled her a bastard to her face (and to mine). He had been
deven: far too old for a future king to engage in that kind of rudeness. If | remember correctly, it was
be-cause of this dip his father cracked him on the jaw so hard that he lad Benar out full length on his
bed-room floor.

| stared covertly as he ate his cold dinner. Evi-dently his jaw had taken no permanent hurt. |
won-dered if | could ever like thisking of Veonya It would make things so much easier if | could.

went out into the bright light and the wind to rdieve mysdf. Since my training with Powl, | cannot piss
on the dirt ingde a building, even if the cows do. | saw Timet goringing over the snow, swinging each leg



out to spare the snowshoe. He stood dose to me and bent his head to my ear. “Wewill meet the amy a
Norwess Palace, tomorrow before dark”

| stared around us. There was nothing in Sght but alow fence and the snow-capped mound that was
the cowman's cabin, abandoned and boarded over. “What here told you this, lad? No shadow of a track
except yours and ours. | heard nothing.”

Agan he whispered, “Nothing told me. | knew it already. We retreated to the palace when this cold
hit, and Nawvieand | 1. .. your daughter Nahvah, | meanto say ...”

“Say anything you like, Tim, but you should have said it to the king, whom it concerns most closdly.
Do you think I'm leading him into a trap?’

He shrugged. “I don’t know what you are doing, Nazhuret. You never sad.”

| must be getting like Powl, | thought.

Wewentinand | told Benar that Timet's best guess was that we would find the army at the palace
the next day. For aminute he did not say anything, but even in the dim light | saw his face grow taut and
his eyes age. Then he said, offhandedly, “I wish we could make some extra miles today. It seems a
shame to waste so much light.”

| said | couldn’t be sure of finding another shelter before nightfal. The king looked not & me but a
Timet, who had remained standing in Benar’ s pres-ence, though from respect or mistrust | could not tell.
“Wdl, boy, isthere another shelter?”’

“No, gr,” he replied. He stood attentively until certain that the king was finished with him, and then he
faded back to the gdl where Navvie had made her neat camp.

| guessed that Benar and Titnet were nearly of an » age, as Benar’s father had been with me. For a
few years Rudof had been in the habit of caling me

“boy.” | wondered how Timet fdt about it.

That night | dept in front of one of the byre's two doors, haing the draft, while Timet guarded the
other. | remember that Dinaos came over and prod-ded me to move so he could get out. When he,
re-turned to the byre, he sat down beside my bivouac.

For a while nothing was said, and then | thought it best to remind this reckless man that we were
go-ing into danger, and that his nationdity and his con-nections were likdy to prove unpopular. He
replied amugly that he did not anticipate any danger. He was 4ill gtting there when | dosed my eyes, his
leen profile lit by the snow-shine coming through a crack between doorboards. Just before | fdl adeep it
oc-curred to me that | gill had not told Timet what | was doing with the king and an enemy count on the
dopes of Norwess. How arrogant How like Powl. No doubt his opinion of me would rise.

| did not deep wel because of the cold, and found mysdf shrinking unconscioudy away from the
door | had promised to guard. Sometime in the middle of the night | gave up and sat cross-legged on one
of my blankets, wrapping the other over me, and spent the rest of the night in the bely of the walf, the
prac-tice that seemed to be causng so much grief and misunderganding to Veonya. | fdt steeped in
be-traya, though whether it was my betrayd of my country, my practice's betraya of me, or any other
passing betrayd | cannot tel. With the firgt light | was glad to be out. As | opened the byre door, a sheft
of daylight did over the floor, ending on the form of Timet of Norwess, who turned and opened his eyes.
| left before I' wakened the others.

| could see only one good end to this confrontation today, and that was like one fine thread in a
tangle hard to find, easly broken. If the king would not bend, it would likdy end with dl of us dead
before nightfal. If the duke of Norwess would not accept rule of king and parliament, the same would
occur. Perhaps Navvie and Timet might be spared from butchery,, and Sieben considered no more than
a ser-vant, but no, Sieben would not likdy abandon his master, nor would, Navvie abandon her papa.

| worried more about my daughter that morning than | had when she was miles away and missng. |
spoke my heart to Arlin about it.

“l like her with that boy,” | said. ‘Terhaps it is desperation on my part, or sdf-love (because he
car-riesmy name), but if | could be assured that she had someone who meant something to her, | could
go through with this political charade with much better heart.”

| heard no answer in my head. | was trudging through cold and powdery snow, which reached half



up to my knees and made little sparkling cloudsin the till, dawn air. Ahead was a copse of second—
growth oger, pollarded, with seats and awel in the middle. | saw the dark har and a glimpse of the
face, and wondered how Nawvie had gotten past mein the dark. Doubtless she had left by Tim's door. |
was glad | had not been near enough for her to hear me throwing her name and her future about out loud,
and as | entered the copse, | tried to imegine who or what had been the Navvie-shaped lump in her
blanketsin the gdl that the light had caught for me just that one indant as | was leaving the byre.

The head turned, and it was not Navvie but Arlin looking & me. All in black except her white face,
and perfectly clear in the daylight. “1t's enough, Zhur-rie)” she said. “I want you to stop talking to me
now. | an dead. Let me be.” And she was gone.

| thought | was going to weep loudly, but no sound came out. This was not sdf-control, but lack of
grength. | stared with dry eyes at the sparkling surface of the bench, where the shade had Ieft no imprint,
and | choked repeatedly: blank indde, blank outside. | heard a shuffling sound behind me and someone
dropped a blanket over my shoulders. | thought it was Nawvie, but it was Thnet. He moved in front and
began to lower himsdf to the bench.

‘Don’t gt there,” | said, but as he glanced from me to the snowy bench and back, | shook my head
and swept the snow away for him. “I'm sorry, lad. Do St down. What | said made no sense. It's the
living who need the furniture, eh?’

He did gt. He had his own blanket wrapped around him, so that only the pae har stuck out the top,
floating and sngpping in the dry air. “Who .. . do you want to tdl me who it was, Nazhuret?”’

“No. It doesn't matter anymore.” As | spoke, it redly didn't matter; | fdt able to go on. | met the
young man's eyes, glad a least that | had not screwed my face up in tears. A man of fifty-five cry—

ing is an unstling Sght. “Do you see them, Timet of Norwess? Ghosts?”’

He winced. “Please don't cdl me that. It sounds too much like atitle, and I’'m common as dirt. But |
have seen them, and spoken with them. It dways hurts ... | saw my father.”

Thiswas interesting. “So did |, once. My father, | mean. He looked like you.”

Timet winced again. “Mine didn't. No matter. They are gone. We are here” He got up and strode
off on his snowshoes with some dignity, and | was sorry | had ever teased the boy.

Most of the day four of us rode, while the’ ones with snowshoes padded on ahead and waited for us
to catch up. My heart thudded with work and dti-tude. My frozen bresth made breaking-glass sounds in
nmy ears.

It was discovered that Count Dinaos and Timet shared boot szes and before many minutes had
passed, the count had convinced the young rebe to exchange the awkward baskets for his horse. It
seemed odd, when Timet showed such a cold re-serve before the Veonyan king, that he warmed so
ealy to the aristocrat of Lowcanton. But Dinaos, when he so chose, could exert an enormous charm.

Navvie was forced to spend the next hour shep-herding Count Dinaos, and pulling him out of drifts.
She giggled frequently, and so did the count. Timet, for his part, rode wdl and ssemingly with
enjoy-ment. He kept his strirrups short, Rezhmian style.

| let them play, for | fdt thismight be the last enjoyment any of us were to have, but | could not join
in. | fdt as empty and as cold as the sky, and even in the privacy of my mind | did not dare to speak. The
king was as somber as |, and Sieben—well, the pirate did not appear to own afadd ex-pression.

We passed tidy empty farms, and then we passed ones where: the snow was churned with anima
waste and humen effort. The turns were sharp left and sharp right, one every few miles, and we did not
stop. The snow receded to a covering no thicker than a feather quilt, and the road hi many places was
dear. The heavy, long-needled pines informed me when we were in that region anciently known as
Norwess before Norwess was part of Veonya, or Veonya as such existed at dl.

The king caught up with me. “I won't be able to tak,” he said. “We will get there and a the
impor-tant moment | will open my mouth and emit only frogs and toads.”

“It's the dtitude” | said. “I don't like it, @ther. You have to be born to it. Raised to it, | mean,” |
added, remembering that | had been born in the very house which was our destination

A few minutes later, we passed afam a the end of a long drive. | begged money from the king,
trot-ted down, and came back baancing a heavy sack of corn over the pomme. Our spent horses were



re-vived with good food and a haf-hour’s rest, and | gave the king the hide bottle | had bought from the
farmer’ swife. “For your throat,” | said. “One Sp now, and more when we near the palace.”

He sprayed the brandy into his mouth and nearly gagged.

| told him it was good: that it contained herbs and honey as wdl as the refining of the grape. |
ex-plained mysdf so well he sprayed histhroat again, heavily, and | had to wonder whether | should have
kept the bottle. 1

Our own lunches were eaten sde by sde with those of our horses, and we, were on our way just as
the shadows started to grow again.

Timet had a very good power of estimation. We arrived upon the paved roads of Norwessten before
the hour was up, and were in the town of white stone and white snow soon after. The young men led us,
on his snowshoes once again, with my daughter scooting behind him. At my suggestion King Benar
wrapped a blanket over his head. No sense, | told him, in exciting the townsfolk. Nor the many stawarts
holding their hands to the stove in the public houses or huddling in Sxes and tens in the sunlight of the
town square. Some of these looked dedicated and some looked like wild dogs, but | was leaning to tdl
arebe when | saw one.

Norwessten in snow was a dazzle to the eyes, but it is not alarge town and we were soon through it.
To go the three miles from the town to the palace needed no surveyman or tracker—we .only followed
the stream of men heading to and fro between them. Some of them were wearing the rebd “uniform,” a
white rag tied about the upper arm, while some were innocent even of that. Once we passed another
beggar of Timers sort, and they exchanged a sgnd with the hands that was hdf a sdute. Thiswas the firg
time ‘1 fdt like laughing dl day, but | restrained mysdf. The road was hard and dry.

Theking knew that we were dose aso, for | heard him spraying his throat with brandy. He did not
of-fer the bottle around, which was just as well.

| dipped off my poor mare and led her up next to Timet, who was carrying his snowshoes over his
shoulder. “You have to get usin to see the duke,” | whispered. “In private. Peacefully.”

He furrowed his pink young forehead. “I don’t have ready access to nobles, Nazhuret.”

“Then you mugt baby-sit these here and dlow me to do it, though | can't daim to be on any closer
terms”

He glanced over his shoulder at king and corn—

pany and recoiled. Like me, he had a spesking coun-tenance. “No. I'll do it” He put the shoes
under hisarm and took off down the road a a run. For a mo-ment | thought Navvie would follow him,
but she remained with me.

We were in the parks of the palace and then we were on the avenue. “How are we doing, Sr?’ |
cdled back to King Benar.

He answered with afew bars of the hymn “Ve-lonyie” ddivered in a strong tenor. | looked back in
aurprise, and the young king was amiling. “I'm not drunk, Nazhuret. Or not very. Now | need only
de-cide what I’'m going to Sng to them.”

Makeit good, | said, but not very loudly.

As the park of Norwess Padace opened out into gardens, | began to see for the fird time the
rebe-lion's sze. The snow was trampled so heavily that the grass locked below was dealy visble
through the ice of compression, which was hard and dick everywhere but on the road, where constant
churn-ing had warmed the quff to a sticky mud. The place stank of what happens when twenty or forty
thou-sand men are ddled together without proper latrines, and what had been in times past rose
gardens,-shrubberies, and plantings was now a cty of shacks and tents. The ar was gray with
wood-smoke, and that of badly burned cod.

At my back the king said, “So this is the force that would overthrow the government?” He laughed,
rather louder than | would have liked. “I wouldn't even cdl them soldiers. They can't keep ther camps
deanl”

| cleared my throat. “Be aware, dr, that there are twice the number of men here as you had when
you wished to fling yoursdf a them the day before yes-terday. And these are Norwessers, adapted to
the dtitude and to hitter cold. In fact, if they are camp—



ing in tents this month, they must be hardy as badg-ers. Let’s keep your hood up and get through
them quietly.”

By now we were among the tents, where the stink was more of smoke than excrement. | was not
happy over the change, however, for we had to squirm our way among the idle troops, mogly the hardy
Nor-wessers | had just described, who moved out of the way of a man my sze very rductantly. Nawvie,
who by now must have been known among the rebels of Norwess, darted among them lightly, her own
hood over her head, looking like any undersized boy of fourteen. King Benar had dipped down from his
horse and was leading the anima dong the “street” between the walls of canvas. | hoped he would not
barge ahead of me.

Nawvie led us down that street and another. At the end of the encampment was arod of dear ground, much
cut up by wagon whedls, and then the dairs of the second coach-portico of the palace. | fdt Benar's
hand on my shoulder and heard Di-naos's horse's hooves plash up beside us. The Low-cantoner count
hed not dismounted and rode with bare head, as though daring any one to chdlenge him for a foreigner. |
could neither see nor hear Sie-ben, but | did not doubt he was nearby.

“Now what?’ asked the king, and without look-ing at him, Navvie answered, “We wait for Timet to
return. He will meet us here”

Now Dinaos got down, wincing, from his horse. “You know,” he began, speaking Vdonyie with
more of an accent than usud, “I don't care for your northern saddles. Nothing more than wood and
leather. They indicate to me that you don’'t expect to go very far when on horseback.”

| glanced around, but there was no one a the por-tico but us to hear the count admitting his
Lowcan—

toner birth. | saw the king looking aso. He replied, “One day you will tease yoursdlf into red trouble,
Unde. Infact, that day may be today.”

| said to the count, “Veonyans pride themselves on their adility to withstand discomfort, my lord. In
fact, though, their nether parts grow numb after afew miles”

The count eased himsdf down on the cold steps in his brocade amdls. “And you, Nazhuret? You
have been riding on these saddles, dl your life. Are your nether .

Hurriedly the king trod over the count’s question with “If you fed our saddles are trying, Unde, you
should St on one of the Rezhmian kind, with your kneesup to ...”

Navvie trod on his words with “He' s here”

Timet was in the doorway, holding it open. | gave my horse to Sieben and went to him. | was Hiff,
too: a bad Sgn.

Timet did not look a us as we dimbed up the marble steps and crossed to the door. Then dl of us
were within doors.

The warmth touched my face like loving kisses. There was baking in the air, and the smdl of pickled
cabbage. | fdt amoment, of such disgugt for war, hardship, and politics that tears came to my eyes. | put
my am over my daughter’s shoulder and gave her a brief hug.

“l told him you were back and had to see him quietly. The duke, that is. It was hard to get to him
done, but | did.”

The king was garing across a Timet. “Oh, | imag-ine if anyone could get to a man done, it is you,
lad. In pirit, if not in body.”

Timet stared back, so astonished that | wonder whether he had seen the king when the king had seen
him. Then he led us down a curtained, carpeted hdl and up aflight of Sairsto a heavy black door, which
he opened.

| had not understood the young man's arrange-ments. | intended to present the king to Mackim
without the presence of my daughter, or Dinaos, or Timet, or anyone who might come in the way of lead
or sted. But Timet stepped through the door with Navvie after him and the rest of us fallowing a his
heds. Insde was. Duke Mackim of Forney, gtting a a heavy desk before a good fire, and, leaning
agang the same desk, the reedy figure of Jeram Pagg.

Jeram spoke fird. “Excuse me, Nazhuret. | know you wanted privacy, but | have been longing to
gpeak with you.”



The duke was glaing a my party. “No matter, Pagg. It doesn’'t seem to be a very private meding
ayway.”

| stepped in front of his scowling face. “I had hoped, my lord, for just the three of us” Theking came
up beside me and dipped his hood back.

There was amoment’s sllence, when it seemed events had the freedom to flow in any direction, like
water. The king might bellow, or the duke cdl for his guards. But the duke might aso go down on his
knee to Benar: less likdly, but possible. As it hap-pened, Dinaos, his man, my daughter; Timet, the king,
the duke, and mysdf dl stood frozen, and it was Jeram Pagg who broke the possihilities into bits. He
drew his dowhee.

“Put that down, Jer. There s no need for weapons here,” said Nahvah, letting her heavy overcoat fal
into a hegp on the carpet.

Dinaos, who with his gentlemanly rapier was the only one of us to enter obvioudy armed, gazed full
a Jeram’s beggar garments and his hedger, a me, back again a Jeram, and began to laugh. It was a
gurdier laugh than his lean person seemed to alow, and it drowned out King Benar’s fird words. “Cdl
him off. | said cal him off, Mackim. If | had come bent upon war | would surely make a better show of it
then this”

Duke Mackim put his hand upon Jeram’s am and the dowhee came down, reluctantly. “I am very
in-terested to know what it is you have come for ...” | saw the duke floundering for a way to address
Benar that would not admit the king's authority but would not be shockingly rude. There was no red
difficulty, however, for we in Velonya have caled our king by the title of any private gentleman for over
fifty years now, and so Mackim cdled theking “sr.” It isusud to give alittle bow when “gr-ing’ the king,
but Mackim did not bow.

| was sure Benar missed none of these nuances, for they were his life's sudy and he was a sendtive
mean besides. But he did bow to the duke. “I have come alone—but for these fen—in hope of mediat-ing
an end to this ... fighting. Thisruin of the coun-tryside. Thiskilling of Velonyan by Veonyan.”

Mackim stared a long time a the king. He was rubbing his hands together as though cold. As he
opened his mouth, there came a knock at the door, sharp and imperative. Somehow this sound was
deeply darming, and | imagined mysdf legping the desk and duke together to reach Jeram’s wegpon and
widd it. But the door was cracked open by Sie-ben, who put his slent face in the opening and wagged
his index finger m an admonishing manner. His arrogant humility and servant’s dress turned the trick;
there was an gpology, the door closed again and heavy steps receded.

“Thistalk of mediation sounds very odd coming from the man who iswaging war againg us”

“l am nat!” Benar snapped a large pdm on the polished wanut of the desk. “You know better than
that! The amy follows parliamentary mgority, and if it were to follow one men it would be Lord
Gor-ham or Marshd Pere, not a dvilian of less than one year' s experience of authority.”

“He isright in that, my”lord,” | added as Mackim looked unconvinced. “Despite what you hear in
Norwess, the king is not the indigator of this con-flict. He has only been swept about by it.”

Mackim sat back in his chair as the king leaned over the desk. This was insufferable behavior, and
even |, who have no manners, was shocked. “He may not be waging the war, but he is il the source of
it.” Mackim cleared his throat. “The truth of it is, the honest men of Norwesswill not accept you as king,
Benar. Not for any amount of threats or ‘me-diation.’

Benar did not move. “Why? Do they think I'm not my father's son?” Mackim ‘gave no reply to this
but played with a glove on the table. “Or do they think | killed my father?’

At this the duke glanced up sharply.

“Yes, | just recently heard that story—the man dandered is dways last to know the gossip. Well, |
will have you understand thet | did not kill my fa-ther, nor do I know who did, if indeed he was killed and
did not die naturdly.”

Mackim did not mest, his eyes. “I never said you were guilty of that,” he said, though of course dl in
the room knew he had said that. “But it is the con-nection. Lowcanton. We will not be ruled by a
for-elgn country nor by foreign customs. Not in Norwess.”

Foreign customs will sweep through this country west and east, up and down, as they adways have, |



sad, but to mysdf. Just as our customs will travel wherever we . happen to go. And Mackim’s own
dearest ways will change shape beyond recognition, yet he will not redize they have changed—not if he
were to live a hundred years. Every day will be dif-ferent, but man will see them dl as the same.

All this| said to mysdf, with no hope that Mackim might understand. Nor the king. Nor anyone else.

Count Dinaos rustled, politdy a Mackim's men-tion of his homeand, and he gave a bland smile
Timet of Norwess, didrust in his honest face, stepped behind the desk and next to the duke, where he
could keep an eye on the Lowcantoner. | saw Nawvi€'s breechloading pital in his sash, but he made no
move to touch it.

“l don’'t intend to dlow Vdonyato be ruled by any foreign power, my lord duke. Even if | did, what
would my desire mean to a nation with law legislated by three houses of parliament? If you use the
person of the king as excuse for rebellion, you mugt be looking hard for an excuse.”

Mackim glowered. “Now you are taking like your father. | thought your coronation meant a re-turn
to a strong monarchy.”

Theking sghed. “That language was no more than disguise for the creetion of a strong military.” His
ams braced againg the desktop, Benar hung his head, his auburn curls fdling in his face. “1 need your
help in ending this war, Mackim.”

Mackim folded his arms before him and looked past the king's belt buckle. *'Y ou admit you need my
help, whereas | can end it without your interference a dl ar.”

Now King Benar at last was getting angry. “Man, don't you care for the lives of your own soldiers? |
amtold they ‘are piled like kindling by the roadside, waiting for the thaw to be buried.”

Mackim's wince was barely perceptible. “Every man here is a volunteer. They are fighting for their
own identity.”

| said, “Shit!” | mugt have sad it loud enough for dl to hear, and strongly enough to get their
atten-tion. | took that opportunity to remove the coat | had solen from Gorham, and the odor of the
drying wolfskin that hung down my back rose unpleas-antly. Its paws were tied beneath my neck and the
nails clicked together as | tugged thoughtfully upon them. On impulse | hopped onto Mackim'’s desk.

“When aman gtarts to worry about his own iden-tity he's logt it aready. It's trying to board up the
river to keep the water from flowing away. Soon you don’t have ariver anymore. When a ndtion starts to
hug its own particularities to itsdf it is showing fear and it will soon cease having any characteristics worth
saving. Velonya can't help being Velonya, and if the people are free and happy that’s dl one could want
of it. Besdes ...

| flipped the poor empty head forward until the nose overhung my face. ... Besides, Mackim, look
what you have for dternative. Could anything be stranger, less comforting, more dl-in-dl foreign than
mysHf?’ As the duke glared, | displayed my bar-baric suit, the bloody hide, and my own un-Vdonyan
face. “Note the touches of Sekret, of Rezhmia, of academia. Recdl my sweset little mother, murdered by
Vdonyan hands when | was a babe. | don't forget her; beieve me. And do mak my utter
unpredictability—remember how many men have cdled me mad over the years. Y ou've heard them.

“And now be aware that | an what you have as choice. Not a Veonya ruled from Norwess, nor yet
two snowy kingdoms a the west of the continent, but Nazhuret, king of Vdonya (and dl the
Under-world, of course), a the head of a Rezhmian army of occupation. The sanaur’l will supply the
amy. | will supply the king.”

| was prepared for a dangerous reaction from

Mackim, or even from King Benar, though he had heard dl this before. What | had not expected
was to stare down the barrel of my own daughter’s ex-perimental breechloading pistol. held by Timet of
N orwess.

| should have told the boy what | was doing, after dl.

“l can't believe | let you use me for this” he said, with a sheking voice. The pigtal did not waver in
his hand.

“Don’'t, Tim. Let Papa be. You are acting out of ignorance,” cadled Nawvie, who was standing behind
the king, in no postion to interfere.

“Ignorant; am 1? Well, who kept me ignorant?” Timet's eyes were dmost Soft; he was looking not



just & me but a the whole room of men. His stance was ready, dmog relaxed. He seemed very familiar
with the firearm. | thought he was the most danger-ous opponent | had ever faced, except perhaps for
Powl. | fdt a draft from behind, which crawled down my neck and told me | was swesting.

| tried to equa his composure, though | was on the wrong end of the gun for that. “What did you
think | was coming here for, lad? How can | end a war in which each dde is willing to destroy its own
people, except with a threat even worse?’

“What you offer is certainly worse, Nazhuret. You tdl no lie about that. Though | have sudied the
arts and sciences of Rezhmia for years, | will not endure to have that country ruling my own. That you
could think of it ...”

Looking at this large, blond, long-boned young man behind the pigtal, | found mysdf sarting to amile.
“Wl, you see, Tim—you're aVelonyan. I'm a haf-breed. For meit's different.”

“Butindl your writings you dways damedto be .. .

I cut him off before he could finish. “1 have pub-lished no writings. Perhaps the philosophy you think
mine belongs more properly to Jeram Pagg, here”

Jeram pounded the desk. “You lie, Nazhuret. | added nothing. Nothing!”

| was chilled in the breeze from the door, but re-fused to dlow a shiver to start, because fear would
turn eedlly to terror. | heard the men around me shifting, and the hiss of Count Dinaos's rapier dong the
scabbard. | wondered on whose behdf he was drawing it. Mackim looked behind us and then away.
Jeram looked behind us and then carefully & me, a messagein his eyes. Timet squeezed the trig-ger.

Thedug sung my ear and deafened me. For amoment | was back in time, when | was twenty-three
and exploded in a petard set off by Rudof’s men. | was not able to hear the lead dam into the body of
the man who had come into the room as | spoke, and who had pointed his own, less modern pistal a my
back, and been dain by Timet of Norwess.

“Foul, my lord dukel” shouted the king. “Unwor-thy and stupid” He backed agangt the wal,
seem+ingly shocked by the nearness of the shot and the stink of powder.

After the fird stagger, | did not move. “Mackirn, you are a fool. Did you think killing me would
dis-solve the danger? You have the choice of Rezhmia with me or Rezhmia without me—a much less
inviting plan, believe me—or of making my ... | mean, this country single again. It is our weakness tha
forces the sanaur'l’s hand. They cannot afford a Veonya in service to Lowcanton. Neither will they
accept a coup from Norwess, or the amy.”

“How do you know this that the Rezhmians won't accept a change in monarchy?’ asked

Mackim, who had not moved from his chair. “One Veonyan ought to be as good as another to a
coun-try that is perennidly feeding ground glass to its own nobles.

| had to dgh. “My lord, you don't understand the Rezhmians any better than the average Vdonyan
does, and thet is very badly. Besides, the only Rezh-mian nobles fed ground glassin the lat fifty years or
S0 were my mother and uncle, who were not poi-soned by Rezhmians but by a Vdonyan duke who once
st in the same chair you now occupy. Bedlieve me, Mackim, they will take the present king—with a curb
on Lowcanton influence—or mysdf, or a pro-tectorate of their own. Y ou have your choice.

“That'sdl. I've said what | came for.” | stepped toward the door and Mackim cdled to me, “And
you don't even wait for an ansver?’

“No. I’'m through as messenger boy. Besdes—my horseistired.”

As| strode out, | brushed by the king of Vdlonya On impulse, | looked a him and added, “You
have your choice, t0o. Y ou can come with us. For your safety.”

“My safety?” The king wore a predatory but not angry amile “Nazhuret, you are the least safe
com-panion | have ever known. | shdl stay and mediate, as| said | would.

“l may even enjoy it,” he added under hisvoice. Perhaps he ill fet the brandy.

| did not know if | would live past the moment | crossed that threshold. Mackim shouted after me,
“We have men enough to stand againgt Vestinglon and Rezhmia”

| did not pause, but | heard Timet's quigt, young voice. “My lord duke,” he said. “You haven't as
many men as you think. You have logt your banner. You have log your wolves” and he strode behind
me. Ahead came Dinaos and his man, and the count shouldered me between them. Beside me stepped



Nahvah, once more in possession of her experimen-ta pistol. | bent to her ear. “It works,” | sad. “Very
nicdy, eh?

She shrugged. “So far.”

We passed through the door and past a clutter of uncertain guards in the finery of the duke's
persond service. Lacking orders, they did nothing. Sieben ran ahead, and by the time we came into the
daylight, he had the horses. We mounted, watched by a dozen whispering men. As | watched out of the
corner of my eye, Jeram Pagg squeezed out the door and ran to us. He stood below my gray mare and
stared up a me, wordlessly, and then he walked to where

Ti—

met was lading his snowshoes. | saw the young man shake his head, but did not hear the question.
We came out from the camp dmogt as quietly as we camein, leaving only the king behind.

“Don’t you want to stay with your nephew?’ | asked Dinaos. “He may need some assstance, and as
| am the threat which isto bind VVelonya together, it is not appropriate that | giveit.”

Dinaos's face was as ironicd as Powl’s in his worst moments. “But | am the equal and opposite
baanc-ing threet, being from Lowcanton. Therefore it is dso appropriate that | leave. And then, | do not
like my nephew, O barbarian. | did not come al this way to baby-st my nephew. Now that this dreary
ride is over, it isfor us to go somewhere more interesting. It is the time—l spoke to you about, once
before. Per-haps better than the fird meeting. Perhaps worse. But different. | swear to you—different.”

My ears were blushing. | knew this because the injured one was dinging like mad. “But | don't know
where I'm going, Count. And ... | don’'t know ... | don’t know . . .

He grinned and his eyes glittered in the snow-light. “1 know that you don’'t know, barbarian. You
don’'t know athing. So, what 7’

We had entered the park by now. Timet, skim-ming over the snow at the side of the icy road, leaned
over to me. “Would you have done it, Na-zhuret? Would you have come in with an invading amy? Or
was it an act to make those fools get to-gether? | need to know—would you have done it?’

| was glad for any interruption: even this one. “Those fools? You mean the king and the duke? You
have as little manners as | do, Tim. And my answer isthat | would not like to do it. | hate war and |
would hate being monarch, both for my country’s sake and for my own. But | would have done it. | ill

He stopped abruptly, raisng alittle cloud of snow. “You said in there that it wasn’t your coun—

try.

| didn’t bother to answer thet one.

Not ten minutes later, Navvie bounced up on her snowshoes with a great ded of determination in
each dride. ‘Papa,” she cdled to me. “You don't need me anymore. Not with you dl the time” | sad
nothing and she went on. “It used to be you were so londly | couldn’t bear to part. Then, | think my being
with you kept you londy. | don’t know any other way to say it but that. So I’'m going away.”

“It sagood timefor it,” | admitted.

“With Timet”

“l guessed tha part of it,” added, and tried not to grin. Then | noticed my daughter was in tears. |
dipped off the horse and hdd her awkwardly, ham-pered by the huge snowshoes. “Why be sad,
Nav-vie? Nothing islost. Nothing.”

Timet was sanding behind her, carefully not in-truding. “That's easy to say,” she sobbed, and she
embraced me so fiercdy | could not speak. Then she turned her snowshoes, spraying white powder, and
ran lightly over to Timet.

“Itsnot,” | caled after her. “Not redly easy to say. It takes dl my effort.”

| got back onto my beautiful, bony horse and looked over a Dinaos, who was waiting patiently, dl
expression veled. “ So, barbarian?’ he asked, and then he amiled. “What happens now?’

| watched the sunlight sparkle on the snow, laced with shadows. | wondered where Sieben had
gotten to, and the troublesome Jeram Pagg. For the fird timein years, | fdt no anger toward the felow.

| said, “I have no idea what happens now.”

My father lived dmog ten years after these events, and a number of portraits of hm exig, dl by



Dinaos. Ironicdly, oneison display, in the Royd Galery of Lowcanton. After this narrative, however, it
seems he wrote no more.

My father begged me, repeatedly that any manu-scripts of his that might fal into my hands | would
burn, to save trouble for dl involved. Each time, | assured him | would do no such thing. Yet, | find |
have been dedared the executrix of his edtate. (It isagmdl estate.) In this | perceive Papa's ambivdence
toward his own compaositions. Or his idiosyncratic sense of humor.

Sncethe day | left my father in the woods, | have never heard the voice of my dead mother. Though
she was a good mother to me, she was aways his companion firs. Nor have | heard or seen my father
snce his death.

But then, | am not londly.
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