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OtherRealms

Toabrowser of dusty library shelves:

My name, in academic circles, is Powl Inpres. Otherwhere | amtitled Earl of Daran. | am enclosng with
thisletter ahistory of events of some importance to our nation: events which took place in the seventh
year of reign of Rudof 1. It was written by aman named Nazhuret, whose own history and sur-name are
obscure (at |least they have been while | could help it) and who was my first student. My most perfect
sudent. Inthis| claim no credit, for anyone could have taught Nazhuret anything, aslong asthe
knowledge rang trueto him.

He was assisted, both in the experience and in the memoir, by Charlan Bannering, daugh-ter of the late
Baron Howdl of Sordaing. Of al swordsmen | have trained, she was the most el egant and the most
deadly with arapier, but she refusesto put pen to paper on her own account, and but for her lasting
affection for Na-zhuret, would not have cooperated even so far asto think back.

| have held this manuscript privately until now, because there is aways a danger when officiddom
becomes aware of a person, either to disapprove or (worse) in approva, and | do not want my friendsto
suffer more entangle-ment than their own fates decree. But officia-dom rardly follows the academic
papers and never frequentslibrariesat all.

| have suspicions my hedlth isfailing, and lest death take me unprepared | leave this manuscript like an



orphan baby. Like Nazhuret himsdlf, may it linger in obscurity long enough to be safe from maice, and
rise again in the hands of someone who cares.

Powl

My dear Powl,

| hope you will forgive my tone of bitterness; this year has been such atime of catastrophe: blood and
confusion for all the northern world. Perhaps worst for Nazhuret isthat | fee myself to have been part of
the violence—a pawn of sorcery, and as a careful scientist | do not believe in sorcery. When because of
sorcery men let themselves be butchered, it leaves me angry. When because of human arro-gance, or
twisted loyalty, or fear, they go out to be butchered, that makes me even more angry. | think war isa
kind of black sorcery initsdf.

Inthis, my twenty-eighth year, | havelost many things| grieve to do without friends, peace, faith in the
coming seasons. |, who was a happy beggar, have found my limits. All | have gained inmy turnisan
understanding of my name, and itisaname| never wanted.

| wish you had asked for this history ayear from now, or ten. Then | might have been able to show some
under-standing of al that happened to mein the country of my mother, or upon my way toit, or on my
way home. Asitis, | have nothing but images, locked in the eyes, and againgt them my understanding is
usdess.

But | know that what | have to giveiswhat you want—my memories, whether sane or insane—for you
will not let any other person do your understanding for you. Y ou are the scientist in this, and | can be only
your subject. Observe mewsdll.

Watching through awindow | saw five assassins as-sault my lady, who was carrying in her a
four-months' child. They were armed with axes and daggers, with which they first attacked her horse:
well-trained men. The white mare went down in aheap and | saw Arlin for amoment perched on the
snking back, and then she, in her black shirt, was hidden.

| went through the dosed window, which was stupid of me, for the door was open to the summer air only
ten feet away. | remember only the brilliance of scattered glass and the brilliance of my horror asl ran
down the oratory walkway in my breeches and stockings, smashing againgt the orna-menta maplesthat
marked each curve of the path.

| was three hundred feet away; too far to be of any help. | came skidding, dong the gravel to aheap of
bodies and gushing blood—ted blood on white hide and blood staining dark woolens darker. Amid the
pile of hands and teeth and staring eyes | sought for Arlin’s, but in my shock | could not make out what
belonged to what, not even horse from hu—

man, and then Arlin siwung out from behind atree, holding to the bole with both hands. Not standing
sraight. “Go,” she said, and pointed to where the walk widened and met the wagon drive.

Inleaving her done and chasing the fleeing assassins| think | acted like someone else entirely, not
Nazhuret of Sordaing. Not Zhurrie of the Forest Oratory, certainly. But Powl—who am | to say | know
mysdlf, and that self dipped in horror especialy?

Theriver pebbles of the drive, so laborioudy gathered and laid generations ago, did and shifted and
dowed me, but | did not fed their imprint against my stockinged feet, nor fed the heet of the effort.

Only alittle way beyond, at the well with the stone benches, where even now local people did leave gifts



of food and flowers, | found two men, leaning, gasping, one clench-ing one arm in the other and one
holding his stomach _Hold-ing his sscomach as Arlin had. By thisand by their dun hunters' jacketsand
breeches| knew them to be two of the assailants, and my mind reproduced the picture of daughter and |
could see now that there were three dead men around the dead horse, one of them pinned and obscured
by the mare’ sbulk.

These two had no more than afew seconds warning of my approach, but the man with the ssomach
injury dready had aknifein hishand. The broken arm turned and ran.

The knife-fighter was experienced, and | hate encoun-tering knife-fighters more than | do any armored
knight, for their art isadeadly stroking, dosein the belly and hard to predict. Arlinisaknife-fighter,
however, and so | have had much practice. | let him think he was disemboweling me nestly, but tucked
away and caught hishand at the end of its figure and disemboweled him instead. | did it of apurpose, for
convenience' s sake, because | wanted him out of theway. | wanted time to think about things.

Never beforein my lifehad | killed aman for such asmal reason. At times | wonder if that deed did.not
stain the events of the year to come.

(Perhapsthat concelt is human arrogance—to think that events revolve around the condition of my own
soul. Or perhapsit isasubtle awareness, and in redity my soul reflects the condition of events.
Whatever, humanslike mysalf will dwaysthink that way.)

Before the assassin could look down and see his own guts spilling, | broke his spine at the neck. That
was not done for convenience, but rather because | thought he would want it so.

The last assassin did not try to resst, but sumbled away from me, face white, eyes black, hisarm bone
protruding from both skin and jacket. | caught him by the collar, and he watched as | dropped my
breeches on the road. The poor brute of a man must have thought | was going to rape him—or even
defecate on him—>but | used the garment to wrap his ruined arm againgt hisbody and | led him back to
the carnage.

Arlin was sitting beside her mare, regardless of the pool-ing blood, crouched over her own middle, and
her face was not much better than my prisoner’s. When she saw me she straightened and wiped the pain

avay.

“Thereweretwo,” she said tentatively. | gestured be-hind me and made some sort of sound and Arlin
understood. Sheroseas| cameto her and, holding the man at arm’ slength, | 1et her lean against me.

She looked closely, not at him but at me, and she asked why my face and scalp were bleeding.
“I broke some glass,” | told her and she made the tra-ditional response: “God keep us from bad luck.”

That was ugly writing, old friend, and | had to get up and weed the border for awhile before| could go
on. Above my desk isthe very window | smashed—awindow of four-teen panes—and it showsthe
signsof my own carpentry and glazing. (I am abetter optician than | am glazier.) Now | must return to
this story and write things much uglier.

Arlin had ared wed on her abdomen in the shape of an ax handle, and at the top was a patch of broken
skin in the oblong of the back of an =head. She sat on our cot, hands Benched, silent as ever and Staring
at the rotten old silk win-dow screw. An hour passed and the mark darkened. Though | had explored
medicine with you, Powl, in thelast few years, | could do nothing to cure this and she would take nothing
for the pain. | took the dixir of opium | had ready and went down the long hall to the closet where we
had locked the broken assassin, and | forced a good amount down him. In afew minutes he was
oblivious, and | set thearm aswell as| could and wrapped it againgt him again.



The other beggarsin the oratory warily watched me emerge with my lantern from the closet, and they
said noth-ing. They were not used to seeing me take prisoners: no more than | was used to it. Nor did
they attempt to enter Arlin’sand my room, for her black silences and bright blades kept people at a
distance. Some of them knew she was awoman and some did not. Some who had known had forgotten
it again, asathing too inexplicable. No one besides mysdlf knew yet that she was carrying.

When | returned she told me she was beginning to mis-carry. She said it asonewould say, “I think |
smell adead mouse”: with indifferent disgust, and she kept her gaze on the soft, discolored light of the
screen.

We had raspberry leaf infusion, | told her. We had the stinking preparation you brought back from
Felonkaand left in the medicine chest, which was supposed to be effective to prevent such things.

Arlinsaid, “If it isdead, then it had better passout,” using the same dry tone of voice. | looked at the
spreading weal and | tried to ask her if it was dead; if she had away of knowing, but | could not speak at
al. Then the blood started, and horrible cramping against the, injury, and | could do nothing, but hold her
hand until from her grip the long bones of my own hand ground against one another.

When theworst of it had passed, | went down the hall to see to the other patient. Cown, the redhead
with one eye, sopped meto ask about Arlin: was he well and would we want any dinner?1 gave hima
sngle“no” and brushed by.

The prisoner had avakened. He had hanged himsdf by his own belt from aroof beam and there he was,
dangling, hours dead, hisright arm still negily bound to hisside.

| cut him down. The next day | ripped out the silk screen (the last oneleft from when the oratory wasrich
and filled with religious). | could not bear to see thelight shinethroughiit.

This had been the third assassination attempt that sum-mer, though the other two had been with fewer
assassins, and both had been directed at mysdlf. | had killed three men—four, if you counted the
prisoner—and one had gotten away, first cutting the throat of hisinjured partner. Thisday Arlin had
killed three,

And now our five yearstogether, first with her as a student of my own teacher, and then two years
wandering, seemed a paradise of innocence, not to be regained—certainly not by amanwhokilled asa
matter of convenience,

| had been either arrogant or naive. | had thought | had the skillsto control any man and keep him from
injuring either me, my friends, or himsdlf. That attitude was nothing | got from you, Powl. It had been
nurtured by my yearsin Sordaing, where | was more experienced than any other sudent, and at the
boundary of Norwess and Ekesh, where the worst enemy | encountered was a single renegade soldier.
Now that | had met professed assassins, | knew | was not even aminor god.

* * %

Theyears of our honeymoon—I call it that though we could not be legaly married—had been splendidly
quiet. Even when Arlin pursued the blood-drinker (who turned out to be only smple and insane), that
was more amatter of intellectud curiosity than of dread, and as| lay in bed in thelate hours of this
terrible night, .1 longed for the sunny triv-idity of worrying about the next med, or keeping the resident
beggars from one another’ sthroats.

| had no red doubts where the ns had come from. No one with money to hire such had any
reason to want me dead except those who had inherited my father’ s dukedom, and who believed |
would go to the king some day and demand it back.



| can understand their worry, for | know the love of countryside. | have learned to love the oratory King
Rudof gave as, which iSbeautiful, and earlier in My life | learned to love asquare block of brick and brass,
which was not. | dso understand the fear of being robbed, although al | pos-sessis education, which can
only be taken from me by rattling my brains hard.

And Arlin, of course. | can’'t say | possess her, but | might be robbed of her, and | have found that that
possibility will cause metokill.

It would have been smpler had there been only one gainer by my father’ sloss, but there were at least
three-Towl Kuby: Viscount Endergen, Karl Bonn: Baron Fowett, and of course the Duke of Leone,
whosefather Arlin had cisin The young duke was only seventeen, but his age was no impediment to
employing aman for any purpose, and evenif | did not find Leone lovable, his son might have done o. If
he did nat, gill there was the sting of humiliation and reduced holdingsto spur him on.

* % %

Which of these men had sent the blight upon us, I could not know. | do not live the sort of lifewherel
would be likely to meet any of them and judge. It could have been dl of them, adding to a common fund.
For this sort of problem | needed you, in your role as Earl Daraln, for politics are chessto you and you
play chessvery well.

But you were off aone somewhere, free of sudentsfor once, acting the eccentric philosopher and
gatherer of exotic knowledge. Theking, too, was off in Old North Velonya, acting the king, and there
was no one here but Arlin, who isasocid renegade, and mysdlf, who have been cdled “sm-ple”’
sufficient timesfor me to remember theword.

The next day Arlin continued to bleed from the mis-carriage, and athough she denied the loss of black
blood to be dangerous, | feared her black mood.

Education changes nothing, nor does understanding. Be-fore | endured your tutelage | was Zhurrie the
Goblin, Zhur-rie the Clown. Now | am ten times more the down, and ten times happier to be one. Lady
Charlan Baimering was asilent, saturnine girl and full of black secrets. Arlin the sword spinner took that
personafurther and darker, and his (her) secrets were deadly. Asagraduate of our exclusive school
(two students, one magter, or perhaps three students atogether), Arlin was more brilliantly black than
ever.

The next day anew beggar arrived, having heard of the shelter through abeggar’ s peculiar information
sarvices, and the origina two beggars departed. One of these was short and rosy, and blond as a baby
duck, and the other was wolfhound tall, with white skin and black hair. No one heard them leave and no
one marked their absence, though ac-cording to the writ of the king, the oratory belonged to them and
their heirsforever. Beggars have different writs.

The summers of high Velonyaare as hot as the winters are cold, but the forests of maple and birch cut
the heat into managesble dices, and even the short summer nights become cuddling-comfortable, soiled
only by the presence of mos-quitoes. For two years Arlin and | had floated from the North Cliffs down
to Warvda City and back again, our only home being barns or byrestaken for the evening in exchange
for labor, or the occasiona inn room which meant | had sold apair of eyeglasses or Arlin had won a
game of cards.

In the summer this style of life had been as comfortable as any other, and in spring it was paradise, but
with the first snowsit became deadly, and dl our attention was necessary to keep usa step in front of
gtarvation, or theloss of fingers, ears, or toes.

No man, however beggarly, deepsin thewoods of Ve-lonyafrom November through March, and the



gray down-pours of April are not much easier. These past four monthsin the oratory had been an
unexpected release from hdll, teacher. We had refurbished the kitchen and cleaned every chimney. We
had gone so far as to decide which room the baby would have. Like our own room, it had a private
garden.

| didn’'t know who would take that room, or whether the others would use it to shit in now we were
gone.

Thefirst day wewoke up in thewoods, | felt apeace of spirit | hadn’t known since before the morning in
March when two men leaped out of the shrubbery at me with razorsin their hands. Even had we been
forced to flee into country strange to us, | doubt any Veonyan assassin could have dis-covered us, but
these woods were our own park, by law aswell as usage, and were like rooms of our housein their.
familiarity. Last year, passing north from one market town to another, we had discovered astand of vine
maple on an acre’ sidand in the stream that watered the oratory plantings, and | had braided alarge
gtand of branchesinto aliving pavilion three or four feet off the black soil. This spring, upon settling into
the oratory, | rediscovered my architecture. All the braids had matured into elliocks, but that only added
to the concealment. | had scraped the dry leaves out and scattered theme into the stream, so that
movement within made no sound, and corrected the roofing, twig and lea& to minimize the effect of rain.
No boy of ten years could have enjoyed the making of a hidden fort more than | had, though | was
twenty-eight. When | wasten, there had been no op-portunity for fort-making.

Now Arlin lay upon the faded carpet | had brought from our own room, and the sunlight through thered
and green leaves of the maple ceiling gave the wool more exatic colorsthan it had ever known. Arlin's
face, too, was a study of colored shadows, making it difficult for meto trace her expression.

“I had hoped to see your facein our baby,” she said, having said nothing since our dry breakfast.

| was very pleased to hear her talk, though she sounded very weary. “Then you have a broad range of
curiogity, or abroader sense of humor,” | answered her. “But | expect you will have that chance yet.
Why not?’

My question irritated her, and under the drifting lights of pink and green | saw an expression | recognized
wdll. “Nazhuret, that question displaysthe essentid difference be-tween you and me. Y ou wake up
thinking your heart’ s desire may cometoday and | wake up wondering why atidal wave has not washed
usdl avay erenow.”

She gave agreat Sigh and plucked aleaf out of the ceiling. “Why not? Because | do not conceive easly,
even before having an ax blow to the belly. Because you or | or both may be murdered a any moment.
Because there may come a plague. There are infinite ‘why nots.” It' sawonder | ever got achild started.”

| remained silent long enough so she would not think | dismissed her worries out of hand. “Yet | don’t
think mur—

dererswill find us here, Arlin. | don't think even hounds could track us over the running water. And as
for plagues—well, what' sthe use of anticipating plagues?’

For perhaps aminute Arlin listened to the sounds: bird-song, the water, the hiss of |eaf against leaf
“You'reright about, that, Nazhuret. About this concealment. Last year when we camped here, we were
unobtrusive, but there was the horse. Now we are smply invisble”

| glanced out the hole in the shrubbery, smal and at ground level, and thought no badger den was less
obvious. By the sounds she made and the bitter smell of leaf juicein theair | knew she had destroyed the
leef in her hands.



“I missher,” sad Arlin. “I miss, Sabiavery much. For afew daystheloss of the baby overwhelmed that,
but | had Sabiawith mefor fourteen years.”

“Shewasagood horse” | said, though | did not have Arlin’s educated appreciation for quaity in the
beasts.

“Shewas avauable horse, when | had nothing else va-uable. Threetimes| sold her, but | dways got
her back.”

| amost asked Arlin whether “got her back” meant the same as* bought her back,” but | decided if Arlin
stole her own horseit was years ago and she wasin no mood to be teased.

Stll, I cannot hide my thoughts from her, even under a canopy of green and pink. “Once | stole her back,
and once | bought her back—you remember that time, for | returned in timeto find you stuck between
the king' s temper and Powl’ s obstinacy.”

“... Intimeto save the king, you mean.”

She shrugged, her flat shoulder blades against the ground. “To save aking and kill aduke. Whatever.
The other time | sold her | was honest about it, but she stole hersalf, and came to me bloody-nosed,
dragging achain cavesson. | heard later that she broke the buyer’ s head for him.”

Arlin spoke with very little sympathy for the man, and she added, “1 should have had her bred. Now
there' s nothing to remember.”

| looked a my paramour, stretched out in al her length on the carpet, skin white against the dark wool
shirt which was al shewore, and | thought of her father. “No matter, Arlin. Children are not much like
their parents, anyway.”

Arlin peered at me appraisingly with her cloudy gray eyes, but she let me have the last word.

There are three problems that dominate life for the homeess: staying warm, staying dry, and staying fed.
The season took care of thefirst and the second, but it was up to me to supply the victuas.

First | raided the oratory garden—the garden | mysalf had planted and kept. It was an awkward time of
year for vegetables, for the greenstuffs had aready bolted in the heat and thefilling crops of later
summer—nhorsebeans, roots, and al the sundry grains—had not properly headed yet. | found that alarge
number of the parsnips and turnips | had planted were aready taken out half-szed, and so | sneaked into
the old pantry to dip into the grain stores.

Here had been further depredation, more than one would expect, considering that only five people
besides oursalves had been staying in the oratory. | heard voices beyond the wooden door, and they
were very merry. Peeking through the lock-hole, | found four of our five seated around the refectory
table, with an assortment of jugs and bottles scat-tered about. | did not need to put my nose to the hole
to scent raw wine and beer.

Thisgave meto think. We Irad lived in the oratory as beggars among beggars since the first one knocked
on our door in April and found us scrubbing old mildew from the windows. At least we had announced
the place to be a haven given by the king to the homeless (true enough as far asthat went). We had lived
soberly indl, since neither Arlin nor | have agresat lust after food and we were usualy cooking. And
since there were always more mouths than anticipated, and we were conscious that the sacks of
provision which followed us from court to the borders of Norwess were char-ity. One had better not
become too used to living, on charity.

Thefact that our “fellows’ had squandered their little capita within two days after our departure meant to



me that we had acted more the part of the landlord than we had thought, and that these othersfelt no
gtakein the future of the place.

Well, why should they? Beggars were mobile by nature-, their lives had taught them to take and go. For
them this sour beer might be the equivaent of old winein crystal.

| excused them, but still | was angry, and so | took bags of flour and of broken oats, and sneaked out
again to snare arabbit. Since | hate snaring rabbits, | wasin aworse mood than ever when | splashed
back to our shelter.

| found Arlin engaged in ashort sword dance, and | watched as | skinned the animal. | cannot dance with
Arlin’ sgrace, though | have danced with Arlin often enough. After thisexercise, she had afaint glaze of
swest over her face, which, would not be the case with Arlinin good hedth. | made asmdl, dmost
invishblefire, grilled the mest, and made oatcakes while she sat in her open, empty slence: what | cal the
belly of thewaolf: | was determined not to let her know | had been upset by my visit to our house, and o

| hummed and, mumbled in my work.

| do talk to mysdlf.

Thefirg thing Arlin said to me was “What' s wrong, Zhurrie? Have they made trash of the place
dreagdy?’

My expression made her laugh, which was an unex-pected benefit, and she added, “ Did they sdl dl the
grain barrels dready?’

“Just the grain out of them,” | answered. “ And the par-snips and turnips.”

She widened one eye at that, and seemed to be my cynical old Arlin again. *Y ou had to have expected it,
my true knight. With the prior owners vanished without word, they would be waiting by the day for
officia digpossession. They have to make the most of the timethey’ ve got “

| thought about that while | cut up the rabhbit, which was no fat baby and would have done better with
sted than teeth to cut the bites. “1 never told them the place was ours. Did you?’

Her smile was condescending. “No. But the usud beg-gar does not send letters to King Rudof two or
threetimes aseason.”

“I handled that very inconspicuoudy,” | began, but she cut me off with thewords“ Or get them from the
king. By very conspicuous specia courier.”

She waslooking at the rabbit with no more enthusiasm than | had shown. “ One more wolfish feast. Until
these two years, | never would have believed | would look fondly upon adiet of oatcakes and brown
bread.” We each took a bite and it was awhile before we could speak again.

“I shal be constipated, on top of all my other problems,” Arlin stated, and she lay back under the canopy
(shewastoo tdl to be comfortable sitting up) and dropped bits of food into her mouth.

Now the light was danting to late afternoon, and the shadows of the big maple leaves were black as her
hair againgt Arlin’s paeface. | said, “Y ou know, it' swhen you are dis-gusted about something that your
upbringing comes out. Y ou sounded then the true noblewoman. Very strange, in these circumstances.”

She turned her eyes, not her face, to me. “Yes, My Lord Duke,” she said.
Thiswas the expected retdiation. “1 was never brought up asanoble. Y ou know that.”

Arlinleaned up on one elbow and pointed at me. “You ...” Whatever argument she had in mind she gave



up, or something more important intervened among her thoughts.
“Norwess,” shesaid instead. “ Y ou can't wait longer. Y ou have to go there.”

For amoment | was puzzled, for we were in the old dukedom of Norwess. “Y ou mean the honor itself?
God, woman, what business have | in that house? What could be gained?”’

Arlin sat up again, crouching as dust and dry leavesfell onto her head. “Y ou have three choices,
Nazhuret, son of Eydl of Norwess. Y ou can alow yoursdf to die, you can live abeast for the rest of
your life, or you can confront the people who want your death.”

Arlin’s phrasing revea ed there had been alot of thought before she spoke those words. Her tone hinted
prophecy. | felt helpless asa rabbit mysdlf, when Arlin turned prophet. “We don't know it’ s the young
duke” | said. “Norwessiscut up likeabig pie”

Arlinlay down again, chewing tough mest but still look-ing very like a prophet. “Where Leoue goes, the
rest will follow,” shesaid.

That night, as we huddled together againgt the wet, | dreamed of the Duke of Norwess s son, Timet. He
rode by me on atal black war-horse, which served to dwarf him and flush al the color from hispde
skin. | ran, dong beside, hoping to catch hiseye: hoping for recognition. Though | wastoo shy to shout it
out, | was closely related to Tim o' Norwess. It was an unpleasant dream, for the man kept glow-ering
ahead of him, black with the knowledge that he had never had the opportunity to exist. His gear wasblue
and gold: Norwess s colors. | wore clothes of no particular color, of course. | ran barefoot and he never
knew me.

Thiswas not thefirgt time | had had this particular dream, but as | dreamed it (knowing dl thewhileit
was adream and to be endured) | redlized | was destined to repest it on many other nights. Through my

life, perhaps.

| woke up to Arlin’s deepy protests; | was clutching her too hard. | asked her if she would prefer to call
me anorma name such as Tim, and she replied that she would not.

—Itwasmy ideato leave Arlinin that idand nest while | went on the errand done. Thiswas not her idea,
and just aswdll, for | get into trouble explaining things. Though | liketo talk (asyou know well, Powl)
and liketo listen to otherstalking, | am never sure what they mean when they use the samewords | use.
Arlin, having no lovefor jabber, knows how to use the language as a pry-bar.

Norwess is mountainous, without too much exaggera-tion, one might say it is one enormous, jagged
mountain. Our journey from the foothillsto the paace itsdlf took three days of hiking, and though Arlin
had not recovered entirely from the miscarriage, she was not dowing us down.

We ate what we had packed, except the once when | was able to exchange chopping at atree for a, hot
supper. That work humbled me, for | wasn't used to the air of , the alti-tude—some nine thousand
feet—and | felt my heart drum against my ribs. Theloca folk of Norwess think it the grest-est hilarity to
watch avisitor collapse, gaping like afish. Perhapsif my life had not taken such an unexpected
down-ward turn, my sense of humor would be the same. | liketo think not.

The high waters of the duchy are more foreign than the air: black round lakes too deep to gauge, and
rapacious streams floored in stone that fling down to the South, where they feed Vestinglon, or east,
where exhaustion and level countryside turn them into the sweet waters of Ekesh. When | put my hand
into one of the streamsto fill our waterskin, the touch on skin was much like the sting of the dry-westher
sparks that run from one’ s hand to ameta doorknob. This, however, may be sheer coincidence or the
inexactitude of my human perception. | have heard you deny any connection between the nature of



sparks and of cold water. If | had remained Timet of Norwess, these daunting lakes and streams would
be norma watersto me.

Please believethat | keep returning to this* Timet” ghost not because | grieve for alife denied me, but
because | fear it. At thetime of my narration, it gppeared that the very memory of Timet, son of Eydl of
Norwess, was enough to doom Arlin and me both.

AsVedtinglonisthe heart of Veonya, so Norwessisits ancient bulwark and protection. From Norwess
comesthetdl, fair, lean-faced human stock wethink of astrue Ve on-yan, though Ve onya possesses
more folk as nondescript as| than it does heroes of the old stamp. In Norwess | felt more than ever that

| was adwarf who crawled out from under the stones of the earth—there were appropriate stones
every-where. But even in these high conifer forests, | noticed more people with Arlin’ sblack hair than my
own dandelion shade. (I have heard you say that blonds are an anomaly everywhere and inclined to be
weak-eyed. But then, you are not ablond.)

When we were some five miles from the duca honor, the road passed the highest point of our travels,
and some man of wedlth (perhaps Eydl, my father) had deared a place and commissioned a stone table
and benches, too heavy for thievesto carry away. Here we sat in ahigh, sunny wind, looking out over
every quadrant of the compass.

| cut for my weary lady the last of our biscuits and cheese. | remember that the cheese had a coat of
mold and an un-derjadcet of shining grease. “There,” | said, “behind you.

That broad blue horizon isthe North Sea.” Arlin turned to look. Even from the mountain heightswe
could see ,ametalic sparkle of light from the water. The movement of the glitter implied that the ssawas
rough. “And over your right shoul-der, that dark linelike acloud isthe Great West Ocean. We can see
both from here. And down the dope behind you amid the green is aflash of white limestone from one of
the towers of Palace Norwess. Leone, | mean.”

Arlin has aspecia guarded expression (one of many), which | have learned means sheis thinking about
me. “So,” she said, smearing the cheese onto the dry biscuits, frag-menting the biscuitsin the process,
“you did come here be-fore. When | was with Powl.”

“| wandered thisfar,” | admitted. The white flashes of limestone disappeared as the wind died among the
trees, and then reappeared.

“Wandered.” She repeated the word without expression and ate the sticky mess she had created. Cold
wind whipped her short black hair over her face. “ Did you also wander asfar asthe paace, then?’

| admitted it. “| begged amedl. | cleaned stdlsand dept in the home farm byre.”

Arlin amiled her wolfish amile. “Don’'t gpologize, Zhur-rie. Anyone is interested in the place heis born.
Moresoif hewas ripped away early. It hasto hurt.”

| had to look away. | watched the white glow of lime-stone wink in and out. The bright glitter of water,
winking. “It hurts” | said.

| saw my father and my mother once, Powl. Long after they were dead. | don’'t know if | ever told you
about that. | was very sick at thetime, and how can | prove the experience was real ? Nevertheless, |
saw them.

Arlin’sbeautiful, lean hero' s face looked more woffish, more dangerous. “ At any time you can have it
back. All of Norwess. | will get it for you, Nazhuret.”

My wistfulness dissolved into laughter, but not because | didn’'t believe she could doit. “No,” | said. “I



don’'t want Norwess. Y ou know | don't. It just hurts.”
| don’t think we said anything more until we came to the gates of the paace.

Y ou, Powl Inpres, Earl Daraln, must have seen Norwess many times, climbing thelong dopeindry air
with your ears popping. Thiswas only my second sight of the place (second within adult recall, of course)
and | had expected to find' that memory had added grandeur. Memory had not.

The endless whiteness of it was the most impressive thing, for the only available sonewasthe native
limestone, and though the structure had grown and rambled through many builders and many
generations—turning from fortress to castle to manor to palace as civilization turned around it—it had
maintained this unity of color. Against the backdrop of bare mountains, scarcely darker than itswalls, it
seemed awork of nature as much asawork of man.

It had hundreds of windows: tall ones, many-paned, dotted ones, without panes, arched onesrimmed in
colored glass, and at the western face bottom, very ordinary oneswith bad glazing and iron grilles.
(Theselast | knew from thetime | had begged breskfast in the scullery.) | could keep mysdlf in steedy
work for years, maintaining the windows of my father’ s palace, if the owner would hire me.

The park of Leoue Palaceisin two sections, the larger filling the valley that leads up to the gate and the
amaller, scarcely two mileson aside, enclosed by awal some eight feet high which shone with the same
brightness asthe house itsdlf: Arlin and | approached the gate through the wood, which was largely
conifer and riddled with large, protruding stones. The air seemed empty, lacking theincense | expected
out of the evergreens, but that might have been only my unaccustomed nose.

The gate itsalf was of iron, higher than the leve of the stones and very ornate. It was guarded by a soldier
equally ornate, in the black of Leonewith Leoue sgold braid. He leaned againgt the round-arched cubby
inthewall that was his only shelter, one hand on the length of avery archaic haberd.

| wondered if the man had any more reasonable weapon with which to face intruders. | did not think he
could give us much trouble, even with Arlin weskened by travail and travel. But it seemed we couldnot
win anything but ill feeling by overpowering the household defenses, so we decided to come in agood
thirty yardsfrom the gate, climbing over thewall.

Nowhere were there trees dose enough to help in the endeavor, but | stood on Arlin’s shoulders, lay
myself aong the top, and pulled her up after me,

| had not before seen this aspect of the garden. Someone, either Duke Leone or my father or their wives
perhaps, was of the school which likesto make plantslook like animas. The juniper bushesthat
surrounded us were carved into hedgehogs, roedeer, standing rabbits, and other brutes less recognizable,
and the winding paths were lined with pillars of ivy on wire, each of which was topped by aflock of
vegetable birds. Through thisfantasy dipped abright smal stream, which looked like nothing but itself,
yet where it widened into apond, | glimpsed anumber of large goldfish with digphanousfins, looking like
orange flowers.

Arlin took me by the elbow and pulled meinto the shrubbery, for | was becoming dazed by the place. “I
prefer an honest rosebush mysdlf,” she said, and added, *Y ou’ re sunburned. Things up here are different,
even the sun. Be careful.”

| rubbed my eyesto displace the oddities | had seen and reminded Arlin that | am always sunburned.

She got to see her rosebushes as we stole from garden to garden, and | got to see more ponds and
fishes. The maze we avoided entirely, and we came to the main door over aterrace of white limestone
and black date, feding dwarfed by dl the magnificence and very dusty.



A footman in black and gold came out of the smdl, plain door hidden among the pillars. Hetook Arlin by
the upper arm, or thought he had done so, and asked what we meant by our presence. He was | eft
garing at his open hand, won-dering why it dutched nothing.

Arlinlooked blandly across a the man in the way she has when deciding which part of an opponent
should be broken first. I announced myself to be Nazhuret of Sordaling, and | requested to be brought
before the duke.

The footman, like most footmen, was very tal. He be-gan to grin at my impudence, and heraised his
hand to grab again. Before he could touch me, | used my last peaceful weapon, which isthe name of the

king.

From my purse | drew ared wax sed and envelope, one of which encloses, every letter he has sent to
us. The postal sedl of the King of VVelonyahas no real meaning, legd or socid, oncetheletter is
delivered, but | have found that very few men will lay hands upon onewho iscarrying it.

| keep theking' sletterswith me. | value them highly.

Though it was the sedl that brought us through the door, | believe it was my namethat led us through to
the duke. | remember counting steps and directions as we passed through that great, shapel ess house as
through the gut of an animd. Servantsin livery and in the clothes of gentlefolk passed by, their eyes
flickering toward us and away.

If Leone was our hidden enemy, then there was a chance we were about to be killed. We might be
trapped in aroom and shot from al directions. We might be trapped and simply left. Servants could be
bribed or threatened to forget our existence. Perhaps these servants would not have to be bribed or
threatened.

We passed down one very long hdl, which waslimed and gilded, into alarge chamber of stuffed
furniture, rather shabby by contrast. It looked comfortable. From there the footman led usinto another
hall, which was of generous proportion but quite bare, with red and whitetiles on the floor and red
stripes between thewall pilaster& There wasadaircase, dl in marble, winding up to the first floor, and
the base of this staircase was flooded with light from ahdf-cirde window. Asthe shine of thelit tiles
caught my eye, | was hit by amemory and stood stunned.

| knew this place from before: thetiles, the russet up-rights of the baluster, the qudity of sunlight ona
summer afternoon. My body had the knowledge of it, though nothing e sein the house was famiiliar. |
heard the footsteps of the servant recede and then scuff to astop. | felt Arlin’ shand tighten on my arm.

“Later,” shesaid. “Fed it later.”

Under the half-window was an open door, and outside that door stretched a small garden, divided from
the park mgor by awall of white-painted brick. This garden, like the room we had passed on our way,
was comfortably shabby; there were uneven paths of brick, a patch of lawn, asmall lion-headed fountain
drooling into a pond with yet more goldfish.

Firg 1 knew the lion, and then the paths, and then | dmost fell to my knees with the blow of memory, for
thiswasthe duca nursery garden, and it was here | had had my first, infant look at the natural world.

“He must have brought you here on purpose,” whis-pered Arlin, and she dug her thumbnail into the
sengitive point between the bones of my elbow until | was forced to shrug her off And to stand upright.

The Duke of Leoue was Sitting on athree-legged stool at the edge of the grasswith alow tablein front of
him, and both the table and the grass were scattered with books. |



looked at the man and | did not think he had met me here as a strategy.

| had expected to seein young Leoue hisfather, for | had never seen picture nor portrait of the new
duke. No lifetime, however spent, could have turned this man into agreat bear, like the Leoue | knew.
Hewasamogt astall asold Leoue, but he had nowhere hisfather’ s breadth: not in shoulder, in chest, or
inthefigtslike firewood that the duke had been known to fling at me. Maeph Markins, Duke of Leoue,
was agracefiil youth, and hisblack hair and sun-- darkened skin were set off by large eyes of sky blue.
Two bad furrows aready running back above histemples, making inroadsinto the thick hair, served to
give agrester intensity to what might have been aboy’ sface. He wore awhite woolen shirt,
side-buttoned, knee breeches of plain gabar-dine, and the knee stockings of a mountain shepherd.

He, sat waiting for usto be brought to him, aert and quiet. By looks, by dress, and by the controlled way
he held his body, this duke might have been another student of yours.

The footman brought us to within five feet of the duke and then he retreated, but only by afew yards. At
anirritated flicker of hismaster’ s eye, the man backed further, but at the corner of my eyel saw him
gtanding by the lion fountain.

“Nazhuret of Sordaling,” said the duke, and by his hes-itation | wondered if he even recognized the
name. He un-folded long limbs, knocking the stool back onto the grass., His gaze was very cool and
steady, but the musdes of hisjaw stood out visbly, even under the soft skin of youth.

For amoment he seemed to withdraw from me without moving. His eyes went from a pointed sort of
blue to haze-color, and had it been | looking at Arlin., | would have said he had taken hismind into the
belly of thewolf Ashiseyescleared again | saw hislipsmove, and | think he pronounced the words
“God hdpme”

“...of Sordaling,” he repeated, aoud. “Why ‘of Sor-daing’ ?’
| answered him that | grew up there, and had no other name.

With no greater expression than before the duke said, “No other name? Not Kavenen? Timet Kavenen?
Of Nor-wess?”’

This answered my question about being recognized. | phrased my reply carefully. “1 will not use either of
thefirst two, lest it be connected with the third.”

| heard two sounds—a stir from the footman against the garden wall, and aquieter rustle as Arlin shifted
to keep that man in sight. Leoue sintensity took on greater edge as he asked me, “ Are you denying that
asyour parentage? It was my understanding you yourself claimed to be son of Eydl of Norwess.”

| felt within me abright spark of protest, for thiswas so opposite of the truth. Two men had claimed that
descent for me, and one of them wasthisfellow’ sfather .. | waited until the spark blew out beforel
spoke. “It was claimed by others before | had any ideain the matter. | believeit to be true, but | have no
desire to possess the things that were Eydl’s.”

We stood amost two yards apart, with Ark’ behind my left shoulder, but | would never have turned my
back to an enemy as L eoue turned his upon me. He messed the grassin afew strides and took the
branch of abush in his hand: awoody peony, | think. He pulled it loose at the trunk, leaving awhite
streak of split bark on the plant. It looked painful asahangnail. Without looking at the thing he began to
pull the leaves off, one after another, methodicaly. “Y ou killed my father,” he said at last, as though that
one sentence explained everything in the world.

Asamatter of truth, Arlin, not 1, had killed hisfather, but only because | was not in position to do so.
That would make no good answer to the man, nor would it help to statein turn that hisfather had



worked the death of mine. | saw aswallow dip over the garden wall, shimmering in the queer high air,
and everything seemed to shimmer. | wondered if | had made amistake in coming, for | could scarcely

gather my wits.
“Y our father wastrying to kill theking,” | answered, because it wastrue asfar asit went.

Now Leoue s garment of calm left him. He took two strides toward me, swishing the naked branch over
the grass where undoubtedly both he and | had toddled as babies. “ So you said!”

“Sotheking said.” | hoped | did not sound as heated as he did.

Hearing this; the duke broke the gtick. “ The king can be mistaken. He was mistaken. | know what
happened clearly. | seeitinmy mind' seye. My father wanted the head of Dar-aln—to protect the king
from the old illusionist—Hbut the earl made agame of al of you and you dew the wrong man!”

“If that’ swhat you think ...” It was Arlin, trying with-out successto be heard.

L eone pointed one jagged fragment of hisstick at my head. “ Only, seeing that it was Eydl’ s son who
struck the blow, it may be your role was not merely that of tool. | have never been certain ...”

Now Arlin shouted, “If that iswhat you seein your mind' s eye, fellow, then your mind’ s eye needs
spectacles! When your father struck, Daraln was nowhere within reach, and he stood in the opposite
direction from the blow. And further, it was not Nazburet who killed your father.”

She had his attention for the first time. | could see him taking this lean shape into account. Dark and
dressed in dark, speaking in the gravelled voice of apipe smoker, my lady had never looked lesslike a
lady. Or like any woman. “It was|,” she said.

The swallows gtitched over the sky and the footman’ sjacket glowed like red flame against the gray of the
wall. Beyond garden and wall | saw the tips of mountains, white even in summer against the sky. They
appeared unsubstantia. | thought the peaks might float away, light asthe purple swalows.

The duke' sresponse came dowly, and he had himsaf well in hand before he spoke. “ Y our man?’ he
asked, speak-ing again to me, as he might have said “your horsg” or “your knife.”

Arlinand | answered together. “No.” | said more. “Not my man, but my friend. Arlin, aso of Sordaling.”

Arlininterpreted the tight grimace on the duke sface. “Of Sordaing, yes, but not another hidden son of a
duke. Nor of any noble.” (My lady takes endless delight in using the truth to midead people. Sheisnot
the son, but the daugh-ter of anoble. At times of moment, such asthiswas, | hesitate to speak at all,
whereas Arlin likes to speak at no other oc-casion.)

Another footman came through the doorway, and be-hind him, more steps. | measured the height of the
garden wall, and the anger in the duke' s denched hands. | thought | had better get my business over
quickly. “Is vengeance for your father the reason you have sent nsout againg us, Duke? Or isit
samply worry that | will petition the king to re-create my father’ s honors?’

Onceagain | had turned his attention from Arlin to myself. The duke' s young forehead roughened at my
words.

“Assassins?’ Agan hefixed that, sharp blue gaze upon me. “ Do you come here to accuse me of

| did not, shrug, because shrugging puts the body at a disadvantage. “Who e se? Endergen? Fowett?’

By the time he answered, the duke had his composure over him as perfectly aswhen we had first seen



him. “I’m sureaman like you has many persond enemies, without having to search for those of a
previous generation.”

Until he said those words, | had been convinced that the young duke had nothing to do with the attacks
againg us. The coldness of that verba thrust made me less certain. “ Just answer me that you are not the
employer of thesekillers, my lord. Only that and | will bother you no more.”

Hislarge eyes searched my face. “You cal me‘my lord' ?'Y ou do?’

Inirritation | replied, “I will cdl you ‘my God' if you will only answer my question. Of course | cal you
by hon-orific; you are aduke of Veonyar

Leoue looked away. “Y ou insult me, Nazhuret of Sor-dding. Do | seem like aman who pays for
murder?’

Onceagain| said, “Just answer me,” and the duke scowled at his heap of books. “1 have sent no
nsto murder you or anyone else.” Asthough forced out of histhroat, the words followed “ Though
| don’t wish youwel ... though | have a certain sympathy with the man whom you have made your

| wanted no more of Maeph Markins. The assurance | had come for | had gotten, and whether |
believed it or not was my problem. | backed away from him agood ten paces before | turned; let him
think it was out of respect. Arlin came behind me.

In the doorway under the half-moon window stood awoman dressed in white like the white of Norwess
stones, with afootman in red at either side of her. She was elegant, with silver and amethyst around her
neck, and by her face, she was kin to the duke. She did not move aside, but stared down at mein the
manner people use when they want a short man to redize hisheight. | am very familiar with that stare.

Leoue cdlled to her to move aside, caling her “Mother,”

speaking very respectfully. His voice, though controlled, had alot of feding behind it. Without aword the
woman dipped to one side, and the bright-garbed footmen adjusted them—

selves next to her. | stepped into the house and noticed that Arlin was not with me. She was afew yards
behind, and her eyeswere locked with those of the duchess: no difference of inches there.

Again the duke spoke to me. “ Servantstalk, Nazhuret. Thereisno help for it. My men areloyal, and it
would be better if you left the province with reasonable speed.”

“The province,” he had said. The ancient name of these high mountainsis Norwess, not Leoue. The duke
did not fed comfortable using the namein front of me.

| 1eft grinning. Norwess—the honor to which | was born, and to which so many expect meto aspire
again—seems asforeign as the moon to me, and leaves me dizzy asakite.

“My men areloyd,” he had said. Did he mean his men were too attached to his honor to be obedient, or
did he mean they would do murder at his command? Either manner, the threat did not weigh upon me;
even in strange territory, Arlin and | are not so easy to find. That evening we spread ourselvesout in a
dry pinewood, ate drier bread, and discussed the results of our visit.

Arlin was convinced that Leoue was the heart of our problem. She had enough reason on her side, for
surely we had found anger in our reception, and the man was convinced that we were responsible for the
griefsof hislife. My only argument againgt thiswas no argument at al: that | thought the duke looked too
much and dressed too much and acted too much like a student of Powl’ sto be so devious.



Sheraised her head and dusted the needles from her black hair. “1 am a student of Powl’s. | am
devious,” shesad.

| had to admit that, and so was forced to contradict myself. “But heis not Powl’ s student, so how could
he be so good an actor? He seemed o outraged that we should be there. Not wary, not smug—not like
aman who had planned and paid, for our deaths. Could he be such a consummate actor at the age of
Seventeen?’

“Consummeate actors are born,” Arlin answered. “ Or madein early youth. My father honed my instincts
inthat direction. Wouldn't you say the son of the Black Duke had opportunity to learn at least as much
as|?’ Arlinwastaking gpart a pine cone as she spoke, and her hair still wore ahao of dead twigsand
needles. | remember that shelooked like a stern sort of angel as she compared her own duplicity to that
of Leoue. | remember that thiswas the first evening we were too occupied to think of the assault, and the
death of the baby. And the death of the horse.

| poached rabbitsin my father’ s preserves for the next few dayswhile we tried to decide our next action.
It began to rain, and though we should have been glad for the sake of the dry countryside, we had not
prepared for it. Arlin began to sneeze and | thought it best, threats or no, to seek out human habitation.
The nearest village was a handsome place of steep-roofed wooden buildings with their eaves painted in
bright colors. When | saw them the thought was forced upon me that such sights would have been ajoy
and asolace to mein my childhood, and | was aware that the ghost of Timet of Norwesswas
encroaching fiirther into my mind. | would have to exorcise him somehow.

The first tavern we came to was glad to trade supper and space in the stable for my wife and me, for
work in these high dtitudesis more plentiful than people. Arlin retired to the warmth of horsesto let her
clothessteam dry, while .l

warmed up more quickly chopping the ever-needed fire—

wood.

(I call Arlinmy wife, but the truth isthat we are not married by any law or order besdesthe natura one
that marries geese and wolves. | have never yet dared to engender alegitimate child, lest its very ancestry
doom it to murder.

Until the assassins came, this lack had been my only grief Now, | had others. Now, | knew bastardy was
not enough protection.)

| am not bad at reading human expression, and there was nothing in the face of the innkeeper or the
potboy that led meto believe they knew my identity and felt obliged to inform the soldiery or take
mattersinto their own hands. The villagers were more polite and reserved than | was ac-customed to in
my travels, even though my mongrel face must have surprised thefolk of Norwess more than those to the
south.

It wasasmall pleasure to be able to speak to strangers without adopting the Zaguash didect | had
learned so la-borioudly from you. The burghers of Norwess speak avery pure Velonyie.

| brought our supper to the stable, because Arlin was very tired. We washed in water borrowed from the
animals and then cleaned our clothes as best we could. Letting the wool dry over two crossties snapped
together, we wrapped ourselvesin ablanket on aheap of good straw and let night fall.

It was Arlin’sbelief that whoever had set the killers upon us now knew we were seeking hisidentity, and
to visit Fowett or Endergen would only be asking for aknifein theribs. | was dissatisfied, however. | felt



we had learned very littlein al our dimbing.

We discussed the matter very softly in the dark, so qui-etly we were aware when the grunts and snores
of the horses stopped, and | could sense one beast raise his head and sniff the air. Our conversation died
at that moment and Arlin and | rolled back to back, letting the blanket fall away. In another moment we
were crouched in the darkness, and there was not a sound from inside the stable. Sowly | reached for
my dowhee and some beast kicked his std| partition once. My skin felt avery strong sense that someone
was moving in the dark before me. Black against darkness, Arlin shifted beside me. No sound.

How many ns could we handle, naked and trapped in athree-sided oaken box two feet deepin
straw? How many assassins, well trained or no, could move together so silently?

“I wish | could have been of some assistance,” said your voice out of the blackness. Y ou were far
enough away from usthat neither was likely to strike you in pure startlement. | took a deep breath and
laid my dowhee againgt the loose-box wall. “But until two days ago, when | reached the or-atory, | had
no ideayou were pursued.”

(I will repeat your words as | remember, and later we can argue whether | was correct.)

“Good evening, Daran,” answered Arlinin her drawl-ing gambler’ svoice. (Sheonly called you Daran
because she wasirritated by the surprise.) “Don'’t think of it twice. Y ou can't be forever nursemakling
lﬁ"

| remember you replied with alittle sound in your throat, more polite than agrunt. Init | felt that you
communicated you understood many things, including the loss of the baby.

“Who it isthat designsyour death | can’t say, offhand. | am inclined to believe that, the source of your
problem lies up here, however: Leone or Endergen. Perhaps together. Perhaps even Fowett, athough the
man is old and without male heir.” Y ou sighed, rose, dusted yoursdlf off, and stepped into the loose-box
with us, whereupon you took atiny flint and set spark to acharming smal lantern of asort | had never
seen before. Y our own design, or | missmy guess.

Wefound our teacher dressed nestly in indigo broad-cloth, with gold lacing around the double row of
buttonholesin hisjacket. Had | asked you why you dressed in so different an gpparel from that which
you recommend to your students, you would have said once again, that you werein disguise. If so, Powl,
you live most of your daysin that disguise.

“Once more, it ismy influence which hasled you both into danger. Had Nazhuret merely agreed to be
the son of hisfather, the king would have placed him in such of hisfather’shonorsaswas

possible—L eoue s spails, at least—and al would have grumbled but moved over for him. That would
have been understandabl e to the heads of cork we call our aristocracy. Thisdenid of your ‘place,” my
boy ..”—you pronounced the word place with poisonous irony—"is something they will not and cannot
understand. Especidly while you maintain tieswith King Rudof.”

“I have never even been tempted to ask ... ,” | began but as| spoke, suddenly the ghost of Timet of
Norwess sat beside me, bitter asthe high frozen wind, and | did not know whether | wastelling the truth.

What you saw in thelamplight, or what you heard in my voice | don’t know, but you have aways been
very good at reading people. “ Even though you are not tempted, M zhuret, | might have used my
influenceto pressyou into such arole...”

In astonishment | said, “But you dways have said the mogt perfect lifeis..”

“Y es. Running about the landscape with the clothes on your back and infinite possibility in your future. As
you are, infact.” You madeasmal gestureto include Arlin and my-sdlf. “But | might have been willing to



sacrifice your hap-piness, my son, for the sake of political smplicity.”

My amazement was total, both because you spoke of sacrificing me and because you cdled me your
son. Y ou only said such athing once before, and that in aletter.

“But thetruth is, you would make a very bad duke, Nazhuret.”
Here at last was a statement that was no surprise. Y et Arlin contradicted him.

“Asfor that,” she said, in the pipe smoker’ s voice that meant she was concedling feding, “itismy opinion
that Zhurrie would make afine duke. His dependentswould love him.”

Y ou turned your face abit and smiled &t the stiraw. “ Some would love him, certainly. Thosein need of
mercy. But you cannot love forever what you cannot understand, and how many understand either of
you, even now?’

Arlin’sgray eyeswidened and lost focus and | knew that she, like I, was remembering the oratory and
how quickly the other beggars had forgotten the life we had established there.

“Zhurrie, | can see you asthe headmaster of aschoal. | can see you as an archbishop. Our nobility in
Velonyamore resemble wolves—no, feral dogs—and among them you would cause only grester
carnage.”

“Thenisn'tit agood thing | don’t desire aposition among them,” | answered, and Tirnet of Norwess sat
dlently besdeme.

Y ou were quiet for sometime, your eyesflashing with the light of the lamp. “1 wish | had cometo help
you with this, instead of pulling you out with the matter unfinished,” you said &t last, and both Arlinand |
frowned in puzzlement “What do you mean?’ she asked. “Why e se did you chase usfrom the oratory
here, if not to help?’

Y our shrug, my teacher, isvery eldborate, very foreign. Perhaps| think of it that way because you
shrugged o fre-quently when teaching me the AR= language.

Another thought rose. “Where did you come from, Powl? Y ou’ ve lost alot of weight. Have you been
traveling?’ | think there was some envy in my words. | would like to go to foreign countries, asthe Earl
of Dardn does. It isharder for abeggar.

Y ou answered, “1I’ ve been in the capita. Largely with the king. And the parliament, damnit.”
Arlin lifted her head. “What' sup?’

“War isup,” you said, and with those words Timet of Norwess faded, like smoke from a quenched
‘candle.

Wethree leaned againgt the rough oak boards, and | remember that you smelled faintly of sandalwood
and of roses. Arlin and | smelled not-so-faintly of horse manure and swest. The little lantern threw the
shadows of your small gestures againgt the straw, and | felt taken out of redlity altogether.

“Sanaur Mynauzet is seventy-eight yearsold,” said Powl. “Hissster’ s son—his heir—is dead this past
winter, perhgps naturaly. His oldest sonisin hismiddle twenties, and is Minsanaur of Bologhini aswell
asher to dl Rezhmian territory. It iswith the Minsanaur we shall haveto dedl.”

“Reingish? Thisis the same man who wears the dagger around his neck, day and night?’ It was Arlin
who spoke. | knew the famous dagger of the Bologhini minsanaur was only three incheslong and made
of gold, but gtill it was a %9



Powl nodded, causing aflood of black shadows before the lantern. “Y es. Possibly it ismerely asymbolic
gesture. Possibly the minsanaur’ swell-known hogtility toward his northern neighborsisequaly symbalic,
or will fade as hisrespongbilitiesincrease.

“Or possibly we will suffer an attack that will break our nation.” Asyou spoke these words, you let your
lantern go out and we were left in cold darkness.

| reached for it, hefted it, and findly shook thething. | heard oil dashing. Then you began to tell us about
the lan-tern’ s experimenta nature and the difficulties you had had increasing light at the expense of heet
and soot—as though nothing of greater moment than the malfunction of the lan-tern had been discussed
ofar.

For me the darkness wasfilled with a hundred thoughts, athousand images. | had never been to
Bologhini, though |

had spent one winter dose to the border, and lived and worked with the trading guilds that moved
between Warvala and the South. | knew the flavor of the speech of Bologhini, and | knew the flavor, of
themind.

| could taste the cherry liquor that was a Bologhinese specidty. | could hear them in argument (another
specidty).

War. | wasraised in amilitary school. | had seen horses and men exploded by a petard. | had been
blown into the air mysdf and only by mercy could | heer at all.

My father had been commander of aVVeonyan invasion of Rezhmia

My mother was Sanaur Mynauzet’ s niece.

“You aredtting very quietly, Nazhuret,” you told me. “Have you heard any of what | said?’
“Y ou want meto go to Rezhmia,” | replied, “don’t you?’

Y ou inhaed in careful manner, as you do when you do not want me seeing your fedlings. “So you are
paying atten-tion.”

| shook my head, then redlized that would do no good in the darkness. “No,” | said doud. “1 haven’t
heard aword. | only knew it.”

| hid mysdlf in the belly of the wolf—in what otherscall “meditation,” though | do not understand that
word—for long black moments, and when | looked around again the two of you were il Sitting beside
me and the lantern was till mafunctioning. “Am | supposed to presume upon my relaionship with the
caniur?’ | asked you, and | thought your answer did alittle—wastoo diffident. Too diffident for you.

“Y ou are to do what seems advantageousto you.”

Arlin cleared her throat then, and spoke as though she had been rehearsing wordsfor along time.
“Which sster was eldest?”

She had never asked that question before. Nor had |—
aloud. | waited for your answer in aswest of fear.

If you sweated | did not know it; you were fiddling with the damned lantern; | could sméll lamp oil inthe
ar. You put on alecturing voice. “It may seem unlikely to you that the el dest daughter of the roya house
of Rezhmiawould be given to the generd-in-chief of aforeign invasion, and a defeated foreign invason at
that. But at that time the sanaur had a hedlthy, ten-year-old son and awife not past bearing age. And



Eyd of Norwesswas gdlant, the sanaur himsalf whimsical, and the girl ... determined. It was not a bad
bit of palitics”

It was hard to remember that thisbit of history we were receiving was out of your own memory, and not
acrabbed footnote in the Sordaing archives. “ And wasit politics. the marriage?’ | asked him. Though |
knew the answer in my heart.

“No. It was madness,” he answered, and in those words the pain in your voice broke free.
“So she was the e dest, and Nazhuret, aswell as heir to the Duchy of Norwess, is...”

“... apennilesslens grinder with ahedge trimmer on hisback,” | finished for her, because | could not
endure the rest of the sentence.

Arlin let the slence St for awhile, and then added, “But agdlant one. Like your father.”

The next morning | took astep up in socid class; after washing under, the stable pump, | tucked in my
shirt and put on one of your burgher jackets, which wastoo large for me. | wonder, Fowl: isyour nesat
burgher dressthe earl’ s equiv-aent of my peasant woolies? I's burgher gabardine, which was my
proudest tailoring, agreater humiliation for you than homespun? Answer me later.

With this change | atered my accent to court standard. Arlin did nothing, but she never looked or
sounded like a beggar, anyway. We were both grateful for the good bresk-fast you bought us at the
sameinn where | had cut wood the night before, but 1 had not dept and so was too weary for appetite.

“Y ou are not to be aspy, Nazhuret. The king would not ask you out so against your mother’ s people.”

“No. | am to do—what? Prevent awar?’ Y ou regarded me blandly from behind aloaf of sweet bread,
from which you were pedling a charred bottom with your penknife. No one but you can do thiswithout
getting fingers greasy. Won-der of wonders.

“Preventing warsis generdly agood idea,” he answered.

| was unaccountably angry, with you, with Arlin, who sat across from me and kept such awary eyeon
my responses, with the morning, bright and bland as my teacher. “But Velonyais strong, and Lowcanton
would comein if she needed it. Rudof saysso.”

With no change of expression you said, “Rezhmiais strong, too, and Lowcanton will not ‘comein’ for us.
What-ever the king says. War will be catastrophic. Wewill losethe largest part of ageneration.”

“A generation of whom?Veonyans?’

“Humans,” you said, and you watched me not eat my breskfast for afew minutes. “ Nazhuret, are you
arad?’

“I amterrified,” | said, and | looked over your head—over the shining bald spot that never seemed to
grow larger—at a Norwess sky of blue and white.

“Good. | an glad you understand the Situation.”

Weren't we walking from the table to the outhouse when you tripped me? After my first shock, thiswas
agreater relief than therich breskfast. | managed to come to earth on top of you, at least for the moment
(or were you letting me do it?), and we had five minutes of contest, which proved amore reasoned and
meaningful argument than dl our night’ stalk, while Arlin leaned againgt atree and supervised, one hand
resting on her sword pommel. | seem to remember that the bout ended with me in aheadlock with the
breath choked out of me, but that may be a confusion of al the other, smilar timesyou choked me.



Whatever, the interlude cured me of my sullen, and my creeping dread. It adso ripped that seam out of
your spare jacket.

| was disappointed that you would not come with us, though | understand why the king would not release
you from court. But it ismy guess you would not have come at any rate; not while you had influencein
Velonya Not While he had the ear of the king.

Y ou certainly extended your couriership long enough, consdering dl this. | think we must have looked
odd: two ragpickerswalking beside asmall burgher on horseback (with sunburn on his bading head)
plodding down the long south-. east dope of Norwess. It was agentle progressin beautiful summer
weether. It was good of you to try to give the horseto Arlin. Y ou failed to move her, possibly because
riding would have been more difficult for her. Equally possibly it was merely as she said—shedidn’t like
your horse.

| hope our teacher was as happy to have our company again as we were to have his. Rarely did the three
of ustravel together.

(Like most men, | have taken the years of my schooling and converted them in memory into paradise.
They were not paradise, old teacher, but they were equally strange and un-worldly.)

A week’ swestward progress had us solidly into Ekesh Territory, just north of the Satt boundary, and as
soon as you started to hear the whine of the Zagquash dialect on the roads, we began looking around for
suitable mounts for our southeast journey.

Y our idea of suitable was not Arlin’sidea. Shewould certainly have purchased a dose approximation of
her assas-sinated Sabia, if ahorse so splendid could have been found in thisland of shallow green
waters, deep soggy fields, and large mosquitoes. None of these were to be found, however, and at last
she consented to ride your choice: asmallish, short-coupled mare with flat sdesand adull, black coat.
Her rolling eyes and flattened ears spelled trouble, but | wondered whether equine temperament would
be auseful digraction for Arlin. | was very happy with my gelding, short, lean, and colored as yellow as
asummer squash. Since | have neither Arlin’s background with nor abiding interest in horses, | was
relieved to find the fellow was not full of him-self, but inclined to abide by mgority decison.

| recognized these beasts as cousins of blood with the animals of the traders of Warvala, who come north
from Bologhini and even Rezhmia Capita with the most exotic (and expensive) of goods laid acrosstheir
dusty backs. Cobs, we might call them, but about them is nothing bunchy or round. Nor are they heavily
boned, and yet | have seen one of these creatures al but buried under the mass of alarge carpet that it
had carried hundreds of miles: eating and drink-ing under that burden aso, asthough it had dl the easein
the world.

Alsoin that equine family are the ponies of the Naiish nomads, | believe, which are their workbenches
and easy chairs aswell astransportation. Some of the animas| have seen have spent such alarge
portion of their lives under saddle that their very spines and ribs have taken the shape of the underside of
thelittle leasther-and-tendon saddles, and yet they often remain in service until their thirtieth birthday.

None of these attributes endear the beaststo Arlin, how-ever. They are not beautiful, not inclined to
affection, and riding themis not riding the wind.

Once we were mounted, our speed of travel increased, and increased further when we purchased two
other ponies

(s such became available), and packed them with travelers' food and with Rezhmian-style garments and
wegpons. It was possible to purchase bows: the little, lip-shaped, cherry-colored bow of the South,
which | knew by experience and Arlin knew to her regret, carrying still as she did alarge, puckered scar



from five years ago, when she had been sure an arrow could not travel three hundred feet.

For aman neither landowner nor landowner’ s hirding to carry abow in Veonyaisacrime. South
Territory operates Under Velonyan law, except when it doesn't. The bows were easy enough to find in
the markets, dong with the short, lacquered arrows that go with them.

Ekesh passed behind us, and we were in South Territory, which isreally more east than south. Warvala
was aday away, and Warvaaisthe balance point of our subcontinent, where the culture of my mother’s
people begins to overwhelm the imposed manners of Velonya

That morning, after washing, | folded my decent home-spun and put on the tunic, trousers, and high
boots. My hair was not long enough to tie back, asis strict Rezhmian custom, but with the triangular scarf
tied back of the head, the lack was not apparent.

Arlin gtared at mefor haf aminute unbroken, with no expression upon her facethat | could read. At last
she shud-dered. Y ou, already in your reputable burgher clothes, said, “Thelast time | saw you dressed
like that, Nazhuret, you were not so dark.”

| found | was very sdlf-conscious. “1 have been outdoors amost constantly thisyear,” | said, asthoughin
gpology.

Y ou said my name again, with your impeccable Rayzhia court accent. “Nazhuret. For once the name
needs no expla-nation.”

Through the floorboards, | felt Arlin shudder again, as afrightened horse will. She kept to her garb of
gentlemanly, travel-stained black.

* * %

It had been afew years snce | had traveled that hard, rolling country, al sky and stone. The presence of
my companions did much toward dleviating that feding of being both impossibly big and completely
invisible which South Territory imbued in me. | was experimenting con-trolling my yellow horse with my
feet, for that ishow such ReAmian mounts are trained. My fdlow, for al hishom-eliness, had agrest
sengtivity in him; | felt we were well matched. | tried riding with hands doped behind my head, swinging
Daffodil from one side of the road to the other, snging the “Hymn of Sordding School” to the rhythm of
his hooves. The horse obeyed, but he sighed frequently, the sound rolling under melikewind in atunndl.
It could be he found the language of my hedstoo prolix. It could have been my singing.

At thistime, | recall that Arlin and you rode together, considerably in front of me. That also could have
been my Snging.

| was singing when you noticed something and shushed me. Y ou were o riding without reins, but
making no large thing about it. “Y ou could have acompany of horsemen for protection, you know,” you
sad.

“Now you tdl us” said Arlin.

“It'snot too late. Thereisasmal military station south of Warvaa. | havethe letter of authorization
I,Helﬂ

| met eyeswith Arlin and then said, “1 don’t think we would have much use for acompany of horsemen.
| wouldn’t know what to do with them.”

Y ou nodded and resettled yourself in the saddle. “ That’ swhy | didn’t mention it until now.”

| thought the matter was over, but Arlin kept staring from mysdlf to you. At last she said, her voice very



com-pressed, “Do you think that Zhurrie can’t command loy-aty?’

When you turned back to her, you seemed very guarded. “1 don’t think that at dl,” you said, and a
moment later | could see you were laughing.

Y our horses spontaneoudy widened the distance be-tween you by two feet. Arlin'smare flung up her
head, white-eyed.

Thiswas not thefirst time | witnessed adiplay of sparks between you and Arlin, awayswith mysdlf as
object of con-tention. I’'m not blind.

| don't believethereisalack of affection between you. It snot that. But your quarreling never failsto
upset my equilibrium, and | fear | gave too strong asignd to Daffodil, who turned on his haunches until. |
was facing the road we had just traveled.

A row of dots crested arise not amile behind us. “Horse-men,” | called, glad of thedistraction. “ A
company of them. Coming south. Riding like military.”

| have very good vision, both dose and far (ironic, in a spectacles maker), and both of you squinted to
verify what | had seen.

“I have been gone for weeks,” you said “Could it be things came to blows aready?’

Arlin now turned her squint from the horizon to you. “Did the king know what road you would be taking?
If you found us. And if we went?’

| had not taken my eyes from the apparitions, which were increasing, four abreast. “ Thisis not blue and
white,” | announced, and my voice cracked like an adoles-cent’s.

“Thenwhat?’ It was Arlin who asked, “Isit alivery at al?Who ésewould ridein formation but
oldiers?”

“Black and yellow, likeabee,” | answered her.

Y ou cleared the dust from your throat. “| understand you, Nazhuret. But | find it hard to believe, with
your con-nection to the king, that Leone alone has been responsible for these attempts againgt you both.
That he would move so openly ...”

Now there were Six rows of horsemen visible on thisside of thelast hill. Six rows at four aoreast. | didn’t
know if morewould follow. “Black and yellow,” | said again, and | pressed Daffodil between the others
horses. “Ride,” | cdled in what | hoped was a commanding voice and | snagged the reins of your horse
under its chin and took it with me. Forgive me that arrogance. | took only your horse, because in respect
to these attacks that had come upon us, Arlin and | were of one mind.

Our three horses were running, and my innards were doshing with fear. Haf of the fear wasfor the
company that pursued us, and haf for the liberty | had taken with my teacher’ shorse. | expected to be
launched from the saddle in some subtle manner and dragged unsubtly behind. Instead you leaned dong
the horse’ s neck and shouted into my esr.

“Enough, Nazhured Release me. | believeyou.”

| et go and let my horse run between the others on loose rein, while | looked again. There were eight
lines of four horsemen, all in Leone s colors, with one lieutenant before them. Their horses averaged two
hands taler than ours and they were coming at a controlled gallop. Our ponies could not outrun them.

Y our face was unreadable behind the ker-chief and dust scam but you did not look Velonyan and you
did not look afraid. “We have never fought together: the three of us. Have we?’



“Yes, wehave” | answered, and Arlin added, “What about the cutthroats in Morquenie, my first year?
And the Apek police cordon, that I"m not supposed to talk about?’

Then, to my, surprise, | saw you smile. It was not a Velonyan smile. “Those don't count. Here the odds
aretento one. Thiswill count. Asyou spoke, you were pulling at your saddle bag, and you had in your
hands the gaudy Rez11—mian bow, which you bent in the hole of the saddle pomme that isfor that very
purpose. “Let merdivethe battle of Bologhini. Thistime on thewinning sde”

Y ou prodded me with the end of the weapon. “ Go on, you ugly little Red Whip. Y ou go out on that
sde”

In another moment Arlin was pressing her black horse left and off the road, onto a sandy soil not
designed for speed. | swung out right, and found that Daffodil’ s round hooves and short legs were
scarcely inconvenienced by theterrain. | saw that Arlin’s bow was aready strung and | locked my own
reins around the horn and did the same.

Now we were drawing back toward the pursuit, back but wider, and through the cloud of dust they were
rasng, | saw thelieutenant raise hishand in asignd to dow them. The degant, long-legged animals
amog hit theearth in apile; onedid roll on hisrider.

The officer must have thought we had split off the road for escape, and were heading backward merely
to confuse them. The officer had never done battle againgt the Naiish nomads. Along with haf hismen, he
swarmed and floun-dered off the hard-packed road toward me.

Was | within three hundred feet of them? | guessed the distance to the lieutenant as two hundred and
fifty. A crank-bow bolt split the Sky toward me and fell skidding on the dirt some Sixty feet away. This
was a surprise, for the crank-bow is not a usua weapon among the horse-soldiery of Ve-lonya. It isused
by sege atillery. Or by ns. It has arange more than comparable to the Rezhmian reflexed bow,
but having no feathering, it is not as accurate.

| had only eight arrows, and did not dare waste them. Drawing to my chest in southern manner, | took
am for the lieutenant asthough at atarget and let fly. In the ingtant the string dipped my fingers, | redized
| ought to have shot at his horseingtead. | saw the man go down with red feathers sticking out the base
of histhroat, and | heard aroar, either from the men or in my ears.

The next shot was more difficult, and while | rode and swesated, with the closest rider locked in the
paralax of my eyesand arrow tip, ametal bolt did over the earth before Daffodil’ s hooves, close enough
to make that stolid horse shy out. | finaly shot the man’s horse in the throat, and felt worse about that
than | had about the lieutenant.

Through al thismy pursuers had come closer and now | could see the worker of the crankbow, who had
ametd ddly on his heavy saddle, and who was presently cranking for another shot. His horse was being
led by therider a hisleft, and | had amoment’ s opening, which | took.

| hit the man imperfectly, driving the arrow through his bladder and into the saddle, pinning him
grotesquely. This so sickened me | turned my horse and ran straight away from the pursuit, vomiting
hugely over the side. | am sure the old animal had never been so scandalized by hisrider, nor ever run so
fed.

When | could | turned again and shot twice. My firgt arrow hit aman, though he did not fal,, but my
second only scraped along a horse and made it rear.

The pursuit had spread itself out behind me, with less than a dozen men mounted and three of these so
bogged in soft sand that their horses were floundering. | could not see what had happened in the other



wing of the battle, nor catch aglimpse of Arlin, nor of you.

| could do harm with these tactics—massive harm—Dbut | could not win, so | turned Daffodil to the
middle of the line, where there was most empty air, and as| galoped in | shot a the man directly in front
of me. My accuracy was going steadily down, for | hit him a glancing blow on the skull, but he dropped
both his short pike and hisreinsto lift his hands to his blood-soaked face.

From the left and right, men pressed their horsestoward me. | saw blades catch the light and, without
dropping my bow, | took my dowheein my right hand. | made ‘eightswith it at either sde of my horse's
neck, remembering every story | had ever heard about a swordsman cutting off his own horse' s head.
Daffodil seemed to have heard the tories, too. He lowered his neck and kept his face immovably
forward.

The soldier at my left had asmple saber, but there was something unconventiona about his appearance;
| couldn’'t say what. He tried to reach me, but the bloody-faced man wasin the way. His uncontrolled
horsewasin my way aso, and as Daffodil feinted left and right on his own to find our way through, from
the right came a horse white with lather, and a mace descending upon my head.

My dowhee is not made to take that sort of impact, but neither ismy head. | raised my blade obliquely
while my horse plunged forward, and the spiked iron weight scraped down the stedl of the blade and the
bone of thearm. | felt agreat shock, not seeming to belong to my arm at all, and then | was through the

lineand galloping.

Before mewas aclutter of cavalry, disorganized, encir-ded by awhite ghost and by ablack shadow. At
least eight men lay on bloody earth, only afew yards from the road. Someone was screamingin a
horrifying manner. By the rau-cousness, | expect it wasyou. A diver of red flew as| watched, and
another soldier fell off hishorse,

| realized that | was only leading fresh opponents toward my people, and | swung right and south along
the road again, hoping to take my pursuerswith me. Asl fled, | tried to draw the bow again, but my right
arm had no srength init. Glancing down, | saw ared stain of such szeit astonished me, and it was
growing momently. | would have to finish this|eft-handed, and with the dowhee only.

Daffodil once again took the signd to turn with such aacrity | was dmost thrown, and what | saw behind
me came dose to unseating my mind. The ten soldiers who had marked mefor their own were far behind
me and heading in the other direction. Toward Arlin and Powl, | thought, and | named various kinds of
dung, animal and human, as | set back after them.

Therewere my friends on their ponies, running aswild acircle as before, but there was no dark hub to,
their whed. Their pbrsuers—their prey—had broken out and away, and by the force of their panic they
were taking my own persona enemies away with them. Back up the empty road they went, thistime
without the military organization.

But the road was not empty. Coining down from the hill was adonkey cart filled with baskets, led by a
small human figure. The person was not awoman, for it wore no skins, but that wasal | could tdll at this
distance. | saw, through, risng dust douds, the mob of horsemen gpproach the donkey cart and converge
upon it, and then | saw winks and flashes of stedl. Though | was athousand feet away, | began to shout
againg this. Futile noise, for as the horsemen rode: away there was no human figure, but ablot upon the
dry mad and adonkey plunging, dragging a cart behind it onto the dry sand.

Thisisdl | remember of the battle. | am told | rode up to Arlin and asked her how shedid. | antold |
handed the reins of Daffodil into your hands. That | said thewords*| did everything wrong,” and that |
rode another few minutes until we could find a hidden place before | fainted.



| antold al these things but they are not my memories.

My next recall is of acrude strip of linen, onion-dyed, being dangled under my nose. | remember that you
dropped it beside me, along with ajacket—of dark fustian. “Hereisyour black and yellow, Nazhuret. |
think the duke clothes his soldiers better than this”

With these words came a shock of burning pain down the outside of my right arm. It took me somewhile
to separate the two stimuli | looked down to find my arm wrapped in what had been awhite undershirt,
now torn into bandages and seeping brown and brown-red. 1t smelled of blood and mint and one of the
more disgusting herbs. Fowl, your med-icineis aways as much experiment as atruism. It worried me.

“How badly—" | began, asyou forestalled me. “ The spines of the mace diced dong the muscles of your
arm, from just above the wrist to hafway up your upper am. If you are not careful of yoursdlf for the
next month, you will lose some use of that arm.”

“I will seethat heiscareful,” said Arlin with some hegt, but | had heard correctly.
“Y ou think the muscles will scar and shorten?’

“Almost certainly,” you answered, and you kept your eyes on your hands, which you were rubbing clean
with therest of your fine linen shirt. “'Y ou must siretch it daily. Though ... that may not help.”

The pain was enormous, distracting, and | glanced from yoursdlf to Arlin only to seefear and lossin her
large eyes. Arlin dways had an exdted idea of the value of my physica prowess; | hoped my own face
did not reflect asmilar anx-iety.

| tried to stand up, and sat down again, hard. | needed water, to build up the volume of my blood. |
asked for it, and, to turn the subject of conversation, added, “ So how do you explain the masquerade of
our assallants? And, have we surely left them behind?’

Y our bland face grew more bland: asign you had taken some offense. “Both Arlin and | are satisfied we
hid our tracks sufficiently.”

Y ou taught usthat art, and so | had to accept the reas-surance.

“And, as—for the masquerade, | can think of anumber of explanations.” When you sat down beside me
| found | waslooking at your rough shoes. A myriad of times | have been nose-to-laces with your
footwesr, usually because you knocked me down. It was astonishing to see those feet with—

out good leather and gold-plated buckles.
“They might have been mere brigands using anoble s colorsto confuse and intimidate their victims....”
Arlin made a sound not quite contemptuous but dubious.

“... or they might have been Leoue' s men, ordered to travel incognito, but attaching the duke' s colors so
we might know who killed, us”

“The duke hisfather would do that,” said Arlin, coming to rest a my other shoulder.

“That would beillegal and dishonorable,” | said to her. | have atendency to state the obvious. My
excuse was ex-haustion and loss of blood.

“Or it might be that they represented the interests of adifferent party altogether, hoping—if we escaped
that the blame would rest at the obvious door. It could be that Leouc isnot your enemy at al.”

Arlin scratched her shiny black head. “What do you think, My Lord Earl?’ she asked. Every onceina



while she had to remind you of your bothersome worldly position. She never called me son-of-a-duke,
however, or nephew of Rezh-mia, Arlin does not tease me often.

Y ou pursed your lips and stared at the pale sky. “From that boy | would have expected a different show
of resent-ment. Cruel but not covert. He seemsreally to be as bluff and honest as his father seemed to
m”

Arlin sighed, took my injured hand in hers, and sighted down my arm as though it were a doubtful arrow.
“It took us many yearsto discover the other face of the old duke. Some people still cannot believe.”

Fedling in that arm was growing: not a pleasant thing. “What shall we do about it?" | asked, looking
neither at Arlin nor a you, but you answered firg. “Do nothing about it,” you said to us. “ Stop thinking
about it. Go to Rezhmia”

Arlin put my ann down on my lap. “Likethis? Theway heis?’

| told her | could ride, not knowing whether it was true or not, and you replied heatedly “ Y es, like heis,
and yes, likeyou are, My Lady Charlan Bannering, who have had a miscarriage some seven days ago
and traveled hard since then.”

We were both quiet then, aswas your intention. “We are breeding insanity in thisland: ahuge insanity.
Neither of you has survived awar, and | cannot expect you to under-stand, but such asyou are, in your
present unready state | must send you south.”

“Towhat purpose?’ asked Arlin. She did not speak in-solently.
In reply you only asked another question. “ Do either of you remember what inoculation is?’

Arlin answered for both of us. “Yes. Y ou described it asthe process of exposing abody lightly to a
disease s0 that it does not succumb to that disease more heavily. | have never understood it, though |
know that fewer nurses die of the diseases they treat than one would expect. But how we—"

“Y ou and Nazhuret,” you interrupted her (and | think | have your words right). “I have made you both a
little mad, over our yearstogether. With thislittle madness | have in-oculated the nation of Velonya, and |
must aso inoculate Rezhmiaitsdlf; in an attempt to avert the insanity worse than pestilence which man
breedsup in himsdf.”

These were no new expressions from our teacher either to call your students madmen, or war insane. But
| felt obliged to add, “ Powl, if we realittle mad, Arlinand I, it' syou yourself which are the source of al
our madness. | don’t understand why you don’t go in our place.”

Y our smooth oval face went empty. Y ou wove your negt fingers together and blinked severd timesat the
dry turf. “You still don’t understand me, my old friend. How to say it ... ?1 am myself ajackdaw of
wisdom. | have been many places and carried away with me whatever tools the people used to add to
their science, to their understanding. | have used these tools at my whim and ingpiration, and whet |
created was you two. As different asamonkey and a cat, you are, and that must be some proof of the
integrity of my work.”

Arlinand | exchanged glances, with no doubt in our mindswhich of uswaswhich animd.

“But | myself remain Powl Inpres, Earl of Daraln, ir-ritable and opinionated, forty-one yearsold with a
career of many highsand lows and gifts primarily for politics and pedagogy. | am not very mad, myself.
My own gtrength liesin argument. And in my sometimes odd acquai ntanceship. Old dliances. Now, for
Rudof’ s sake, | must gather in ou debts.

“And besides...” You dicked your hair back, smooth upon your smooth head, and concluded. “| have



taken vowsof loyaty inmy time. To Vedonya That in itsdf invdidates mefor thisact.”

We left you that midnight, under no moon, and we headed south. In the next large bit of this history you
are not present, savein our minds.

Y ou dways encouraged mein the use of Sordaling’s Royad Library, and | took that bit between my
teeth, my teacher. | have wasted many hours reading memoirs when | should have been grinding lenses
for food money. | know what characterizesagood history: it isasense that the author had understanding
of what passed under hiseyes, and honesty in relayingit.

My own understanding has aways been odd-angled to the usual. | have lived through the heart of a
cavary encounter and gone away remembering only that the horses appeared angry and their ridersdid
not. Last year, when abrilliant, idiot crow designed to stedl the eyepiece out of my big tele-scope and left
mess and irritation behind, | put out adozen painted glass buttons around the instrument instead of a
crow trap. It worked.

So much for my understanding. Whether | am honest in my perceptions, you will haveto judge. If | were
to con-tinue this memoir with the factsthat Arlin and | rode through South Territory toward the border,
under adry wind and with no one accosting us, that would sound like the report of abusinesdike
scouting team. It offends my sense of truth; it isalie made up of facts.

My ride through South was an awkward exercise, with an arm swollen as soft asa caf’ s-foot jely,
smarting each time my yellow horse broke into atrot, Arlin was gray-weary and concerned for my sake.
(Her concern tendsto exhibit itsdlf asirritability.) We were not two troopers on extended foray, we were
old lovers, each wounded in heart and in body, and we did not know where we were going.

We had money—rare commodity for either of us—but thisfar south there was no storein which to
spend it. Mogt of the natives here spoke Rayzhiaand lived by driving smal flocks of goats or smaller
herds of cattle over large stretches of poor grass. | had lived among people like these more than once;
they trusted neither VVelonya nor Rezhmia, and espe-cialy would not trust the yellow Ve onyan stubble of
beard on my otherwise Rezhmian face. We camped done, burning dried cattle manure when we dared
haveafireat dl.

| have never learned the standard mannerisms of being a husband in fact. | had no way to reassure Arlin,
to make her accept the loss of the baby and forget the present risk. | have not the gift of lying bold-faced.
| could not speak con-fidently about our absurd pilgrimage, nor say that | believed war would recede
again, like clouds when the wind changes. She would not have believed me, anyway.

What | could do wasto keep us under one blanket, Arlin and me, to pretend to deep (by way of
example), and when that became unendurable, to spend the black hours wrapped in a horse blanket,
gtting in the belly of the wolf.

| am sure she pretended to deep at least as many hoursas| did: tiny, difficult gift to each other.

Thereisan officid boundary between South Territory and the nation of Rezhmia, and there are numerous
markers of the obdlisk variety, placed at intervals of afew miles, o in these tregless plainsthey ought to
be visible one from another. They are not visible because though they were once stood up, none of them
are dtill sanding. The Naiish tribes rope them, knock them over, and drag them by a dozen saddle horns
goiece. Itisthelargest commund effort in which they commonly engage.

These nomad tribes mark the red boundary between Velonya and Rezhmia aboundary aswide asthe
seaof dry grassthat fostersthe pony riders. They live off each other, off the less martiad herders
northeast and southwest of them, and off their own herds of cattle. They are as poor as any starveling in
Ve onyaand prouder than our most impossible nobles.



It was our intent, insofar aswe had an intent, to travel the width of thisterritory without encountering the
herders. Though my arm improved daily, and Arlin gathered her strength—from where | don’t know,
from the black night aslikely as anything—we were in no shape to survive an en-counter with them.

On avery windy morning we were dived over by apair of plainseagles, and | recalled what an old
woman had told mein theinn caled the Y elow Coach, five years before: that the huge birds were the
scouts of Naiish magicians, or per-hapstheir other shapes.

Eagles, these creatures are caled, though by shape and by their naked necksthey are certainly more
closdly related to vultures. They eat aged meat when they can get it, and living meat when that is more
convenient. Their wings are oblong and the feathers spread like the fingers of ahand, and the span of
them istwice that of my own arms. These crea-tures glided from behind us; | heard awhisper intheair,
and at the same moment | saw an angelic shape descend over Arlin, who was leading. The bird was
white and slver and tipped with that elusive blue that isfound only on birds' festhers and fish scales. The
red, ropelike head and neck were not visible.

The shadow of its body darkened over her black mare, and the mare flung hersalf out of that darkness,
plunging three or four-steps before Arlin brought her head in. As| was watching, a breath of coolness
came over my own head and | reacted without thought, to block and grip the descend-ing claw.

| heard aruffle of feathers and my fingers dosed upon what seemed awarm bar of metal, sharp-tipped.
My yellow horse reacted in his own manner, which was to come to a sudden stop, and | felt myself rising
out of the saddle.

Though I am not alarge man, | am not especialy light either, | gaped up in astonishment at the bird large
enough to carry aman away and saw among the angelic feathers, that red, grotesque, flabby

snake-head, seemingly uncon-nected to the beautiful body and the iron claw, strike down at me. | had
grabbed the thumb-claw of the bird with my right hand, which ismy hand of ingtinct, but was not now my
strongest. It was my left hand that came up to fend off that beak the size and shape of acow’ s horn, and
next | had the thing around its neck. | felt my horse disgppear from me and | wasrising, first five, then ten
feet above the grass, the huge wings begating the dust up on each side of my head.

Arlinwas cdling to meto drop the thing, but | could not see how to drop it without being dropped by it,
and | trusted that with its head trapped among itstoes, it would hesitate to rise far.

Thiswas clearly one more peculiarity within my peculiar destiny, Powl, or at least my degtiny to find
peculiarities. Grabbing the atrarking arm iswheat | have been trained to do dl my life. In most Situations, it
isthe safest path. | was very fortunate the thing was too flustered at being trapped thisway to think about
its other claw, which could have taken ether of my arms off at the elbow.

The ground unrolled benesth us. We wererising up ahill, keeping afairly constant elevation, and at the
top of the prominence the creature sank dowly until .I was on my feet and supporting its grest fanning
body. On the other side of the hill at least one hundred and thirty mounted nomads were pulling their
poniesto astop and staring at the sight. In another moment Arlin had ridden up beside me. She regarded
the nomads without expression, pulled the bird’ s head from my grip, and stuck atiny dagger into the base
of itsskull. With Arlin on her black mare and myself holding the dead bird by one foot, we waited.

Their forms and faces|ooked dike to my eyes—and my eyes are haf Rezhmian. They weredl short,
gaunt, black-headed, with faces like squares stood on one corner. They do not indulge in marks of office,
these wild men, though each band has its magician and each hasits chief. The chief bidesuntil heis
supplanted, but the magician remainsthrough hislife.

It iscommon knowledge that each of these men wears silk againg his skin, asilk findy enough woven to
cloak an arrow asit penetrates the skin, so that the arrow might be removed intact and the man survive.



Theimage of slken-clad warriors thus engendered is very mideading, for | have seenthe silk
undergarments of the Naiish, my king, and they are crusted, malodorous, and largely rotted out at the
ampits.

What one sees upon the Naiish is homespun, sometimes the hair of goats, woven on portable looms by
the men in winter shelter. Thereisvery much hardship and very little color about the Naiish, though |
have seen thelittle girls gather meadow flowersin the spring.

| was not thinking these thingswhile | waited for the nomads to sort themselves out. | wasthinking that
the Naiish do not take captives because they consider no one but their own small tribe to be human. |
was thinking that our horses were far from fresh, even could | reach mine. | wastrying for some argument
by which I could convince Arlin to leave me, since she could at least have the satisfaction of trying to
escape, and | was finding none worth uttering. | wastrying asbest | could to face my old colleague,
desth.

Out of the milling mob of ponies, brown or dun, came onerider on adun pony, dressed in brown. His
face was dusty, his eyes opague. He seemed oddly familiar—he re-minded me of an old gentleman who
had frequented the Y ellow Coach when | was peacekeeper, five years ago. That one would visit uson
the coldest days of winter, drink himsalf unconscious, and be dragged before the embersfor the night. In
the morning hewould pay his shot most peecefiilly, and if the weeather had turned, walk away. | had to
remind mysdf forcibly that thiswasno old dog | wasfacing, but ared wolf, and aman-eater.

His horse climbed until he faced me evenly, he on horse-back and | on my short legs, and then he
stopped. He unfolded hisleft hand to me, and upon it was aglove, every finger of which wastipped in
one of the wing feathers of the eagle, and the base of which was sparkling with bird-feather blue.

| had killed their tribe totem.

The magician leaned forward from his pony and ex-amined the beautiful body. “Y ou have conquered the
male,” he said, and had we not been traveling through South Ter-ritory for these few weeks, | would not
have understood his accent. “The femaleislarger and morefierce”

Arlin had not descended from her horse. She was much more at home in the saddie than |. Sherose
three feet above the Naiish magician, only two of those feet being due to the hill, and she pointed to the
sky. “Then bring her back to us, magician,” she said, her gravelly public voice speaking per-fect, courtly
Rezhmian, “and | will dlow her tojoin her mate”

| looked up and the magician joined me. Above us, in wide circles and high up, rode the plains eagle that
hed played with Arlin. It was crying out in itsimprobable, honking voice.

The magician snapped hisfeather glove shut with asound like the birds wings. “I like her where sheis,”
he said, and his eyes shone with dry intelligence. He put his glance back on me.

“What can you do, snowman, besidesthis?’ He pointed with his naked hand to the corpse.

Tothe Naiish, the term “snowman” isafilthy insult. | cannot takeit o, having made many satisfying
snowmen in the practice fields of my youth. In actudity it only meansyellow-head. | answered that |
could do whatever was needed. | did, not think hnmility would endear meto him.

He rocked back and forth on his pony, which was trained to weight in the Rezhinian fashion and so
rocked with him. “Can you die, if that is necessary?’ he asked.

| noticed that the mob of horsemen had edged halfway up the hill and that many of them weremissng. |
judged that the hill, was surrounded by now The riders beneath me did not have their bows drawn, or
even strung. Their swords, axes, or lanceswere in their hands. They had a catholic ar-mory. | felt the



pressure of Arlin’sleg against my shoulder, and, that of her mare behindiit.
“All mendig” .I answvered. “And dl things”

The magician smiled widdly, as anasty ingtructor will when a student misses aquestion. “Ah no,
snowman. Mogt of them are only killed. To die takes strength.”

| thought the riders were advancing. | made the obvious chalenge, the only that held any hope. “1 will
fight your chief;” | shouted, and since Arlin had ruined our chances of being taken for local—not that it
mattered—I aso used courtly Rezhmian, which contains some very insulting in-tonations.

“I will chdlenge him for our lives”

The nasty ingtructor smiled more broadly. “ Our chief has neither desire nor necessity to fight you. Nor
doeshewant youto live”

| thought further. “I will fight any one of you or any number, for his life.” | pointed at my companions. It
would do Arlin no good at al for these creatures to discover sheisfemae. No good at al.

Arlin shouted above me, “1 will fight al of you together for hislife.” They laughed at that, for al together
was how they intended to take us, but she added, “And | prophesy that you will be avery thin band of
riders, afterward. There will be too many cows for the number of you. Too many women.”

At this the laughter stopped, for to wish atribe “too many women” isagreat curse, agreat insult. Y et
Arlin had not spoken it asinsult, but as prophecy, and there was ahalo of darkness around her that |
could fed through the skin of my face.

Theridersthemselves carried another kind of darkness, and with no weaponsin my hands, | approached
theline of them, and put mysdf before the pony of the man | guessed to be the hidden chief. “ Chief of the
Eagles, let me dance over the knives,” | said. “If you want me dead, and think me asnowman, let me do
it for you. No snowman can survive the rope.”

| said this because they believed it; | had heard it out of the mouths of southernersin my bartending days.
No Ve-lonyan can dance the dack rope which istied to two horses. The knives | mentioned are set into
the dirt below the dancer’ sfest.

No Velonyan has ever tried to dance the dack rope, just as no Rezhmian has any fedling for the bonfire
dance. Inthisingtance | was entirely the snowman they had named me, for even you never made me
dance on aropetied to horses. Only the Naiish have made that ordeal part of their rites, and most of the
Naiish who choose to attempt the ordeal die aso.

| had guessed this man to be the chief by the way his eyesroved over histroop, like those of a herder
upon hiscattle. | was correct. “What would we get out of that, but wear upon our ropes and bent
knives?’ he said.

“Amusement,” | answered him. “Plusknowing, if | fal, you will save the lives of anumber of your troop,
who otherwise will dietrying to kill me.”

Thisarrogance raised a chuckle among the riders, and the chief could not entirely ignore that. “ And you,
tentpole,” he caled, turning his attention to Arlin. “What do you say about our dance?”’

| don’t know whether Arlin had any notion what the Naiish chief meant, but she has an unerring grasp of
theater. “I am night, | am darkness,” she said, gravel-voiced, stting black upon her black mare. “I ama
plague upon you. But he ...”—her long arras pointed, down at me—"isKing of the Dead.”

The laughter died, leaving amoment’ s utter silence, though my companion had merely named me aoud.



The horses, following the ingtincts rather than the signals of their riders, began to back awvay from me. |
saw in many facesaform of dreed: that fedling which hits the bowelsinstead of the brain.

| think it wasthe very triviaity of my gppearancethat did it, with my hair like raw linen, only partialy
hidden under the three-cornered kerchief, my face, which was nei-ther foreign nor familiar, and the litter
of white feathersthat stuck to my face and my hands. | tried to turn this moment to profit. “Let me dance
abovetheknives,” | said again, thistime loudly and publicly. “1 am the only man living or in legend who
has ever flown. | deserveit.”

The old magician had led his pony behind me and | was pressed between hairy noses. | was ready to
legp left or right, depending how the blade sang inthe air.

“But you did not fly far,” said the magician.
“Andwedon’'t want you to live,” said the chieE

| was beginning to fed dizzy with desperation, which was undoubtedly what they wanted meto feel |
cdled to my aid both my training in camness, and my own sense that this game wasridiculous.

“Wéll, | don’t know why you don’t like us,” | answered, with obvious hurt in my voice. Again | spoke
not to the chief but the whole troop, using the broadest Zagquash accent to my Rayzhia. Everyone knows
a Zaguash accent is humorous, even those who speak it. | heard afew more giggles by way of reward.

“Here are we, two travelers as like out of a puppet show or the spirit world as on ahighway, belonging
to nowhere and desirous of making you astory to tell your babies, and what else do you have to do but
watch usand hear us?’ As| spoke, | was looking around as sharply as | knew how, to find out more
about these “eagletribe” people. | peered be-tween the flanks of the ponies.

Down below the hill were wagons, and around the wa-gons were spread the cattle that are the wedlth of
these people. My distance visonisagresat gift tome.

“Nothing but to push the cows from yellow grassto yellow grass, and watch the calves getting thinner.”

“Y ou have young eyes,” said the chief grudgingly. Un-sure of my own wisdom, | answered him, “1 am
older than you, Chief of the Eagles.”

Helooked at me doubtfully, though | was now more sure | had the right of it. The constant weether of
the plainsloosens the face around its bones, and | guessed the battle chief to bein his mid-twenties. They
usualy were. But no Naiish will tell hisage out loud. “Who are you, snowman, to claim so much and look
likesolittle?” he asked, spesking publicly as | had done, and | took a grateful breath. Insulting or no, he
had showed interest.

| could not tell him | was the son of aVelonyan earl and a Rezhmian princess. Those attributes would
only qualify me as a pincushion among these people who hate the govern-ments of North and South
equally. | dsofed every inchaliar when | say it.

“I was born on the edge of aknife,” | said instead, which was more true to my own perceptions.

“I grew up confined in stone and under stone, but. | burst out under the sky and am free forever, past my
own comfort, past the judgment of kings.

“l wasdead and live again.
“I mysdf am king: King of the Deed.

“1 amn Nazhuret.”



Thistime the slence lasted longer, and once again the chief tried to break my effect by turning to Arlin,
but Arlin never fals.

“What isyour name?’ he asked her, and without expres-sion she answered, “My own.”

| was glad the chief was as young as hewas. Hewas till trying to find the words that would destroy our
impres—

sion when the magician spoke. “L et the rope be unwound,”
he said, and then | knew who was the real power in thetribe.

We were not alowed to use our own horses, which the magician did not know was ablessing, as| had
no ideawhether either animal had ever been saddle-tied before. Nei-ther, however, did he pull crazy
young stock or half-broken pack animas out of the line, but instead called for two riding horses from the
remount stock, little dun animaswith each rib showing (much like the men who rode them).

Theropeitsalf was naither flax nor hemp, for the Naiish have no agriculture and al their produceis
animal. It was astrip of braided cowhide some ten yardslong, and even asthey unwound it | could seeit
sretch and bounce initsloops.

| could fed Arlin’sleg press againgt my shoulder, giving what support she could without destroying the
job of acting that was keeping us dive. She till sat her mare; unlike me, Arlin would rather fight on
horseback than afoot.

My memory becomes sporadic, here. | recall the voices of the men urging the horses gpart (one may not
hold them by the headgtdll). | remember the sound of holes being pounded, to be wedged with sted
blades. | saw the poles being did across the ground at both sides and lifted at each end, to prevent the
horses stepping back and hamstringing themselves. | must have taken my boots off, for there | waswith
my bare feet splayed out on the back of another horse, ready to step onto a bridge one haf inch wide,
strung over the points of knives.

The nomads were shouting, some the traditiona blessing on the dance, and some merely shouting. The
blessing may have beenironical, but | took it for its worth. Arlin made no sound, which was perhapsthe
grestest blessing.

| touched my right foot to the rope as dose to the middle as the horse’ s position would alow. | was
surprised it was not more dick, and grateful, but as my mount swayed, | swayed and the game was
amogt finished asit started. Theriders gave one single, rapacious shout, but both my feet were on the
rope and | was standing. | was wobbling, but | stood.

Such wasthe dack of the rope that my feet were only inches above the tallest of the blades, which were
old sword b/ades, broken and kept particularly for thisuse. With all my attention on my balance, | did
not at first notice that | was steadily sinking toward the earth as the rope stretched and the horses' tackle
shifted on their backs. | gave the breethy little whistle that the nomads use where we kiss our horses
along, and athough one of the animals chose not to hear me, the other.pulled forward with awill and |
was bounced clear off the suddenly taut leather line.

The public roar with which | rose and then came down again on my feet and on the rope was dmost lost
to me under the roar of my heart. Usudly in moments ofemergency one's emations lag behind, making it
possible for good habits to outstrip panic. Thistime, | was so terrified that my body’ s sweet-chill started
to shake my teeth.

Thiswas not what you taught me, and your teaching has:been directed toward moments such asthis_|
stood quiet on the rope for the next few moments, recaling my timesin the belly of the wolf; staring a



nothing over the heads of the men and ponies, and then it was time to whistle the horses apart again. The
lazy horse refused to move as the responsive horse stepped forward. The lazy horse' s hindquarters
touched the pole and he twitched his back. The lazy horse was going to kill me.

| was facing the responsive horse, and unsure how | could turn on the rope, but | backed, foot behind
foot, until | began to climb upward toward his croup. | turned my head over my shou/der and amost lost
mysdlf, causing acry of great excitement, and issued what | hoped was avery persond whistleto this
single beadt. | tried to make it threatening.

The horse put its ears back and stepped stolidly forward three paces, where it stood at attention.

The riders wanted more of me. They began to clap in time, chanting, “ Dance, snowman, dance.” | was
not sure what dance they expected; most | have learned are strongly three-dimensiona and would not
last long on arope. Thereis, however, the walking dance “Minselye,” which closesevery Yule
celebration, and which every human who can walk can dance: forward three, back two, forward three,
and stop. | gave them forward three, back two, forward one, and stop; and in my trembling
concentration | might have missed the best afew times, but | did not missthe rope.

The horse by which I had mounted was no longer there, but the magician was. “Not so easy asit 100ks,
snowman. Isit?’

| did not look at him. “As| have never seenit done, | cannot be the judge of it. Tell me, elder, havel
donethething?’

“You have,” he answered me, and once again my balance was precarious. Would Arlin now haveto
repest dl this, with me watching? He told me to back up, and | saw, amazed, that Arlin had been
pressed into standing on the back of her horse, and her shoes were off, and it was to be both of us
together.

My fear turned to ice, and the roar that accompanied the sight of Arlin stepping onto the leather line had,
for thefirgt time, its own share of doubt init. I heard one voice shout, “It will not hold them,” and another
say, most remarkably, “It has never been done. Itisn't fair!”

That a Red Whip should protest so, when they consider none but their own small troop to be human, and
kindnessto animasis unknown ...

The rope did stretch darmingly, and as we sank toward the field of sharpened stedl | met Arlin’seyes.
Although they arelight eyes, like my own, they give adarker impression, and now they were forbidding
and black. There was no fear in her face, nor yet warmth. She wastdler than 1, which was no advantage
inthis game, and she swayed disturbingly. My own body was hard pressed to make up for it.

Thetotd of our weights was enough to make the lazy horse Sart to give backward, shuffling hisfeet as
though he hoped no one would notice the defd cation. As Arlin was il finding her bdance ontheline, |
felt the sole of my boot give against aspearhead. | did not dare whistle the horses apart, for fear of
didodging my companion, but Arlinisobservant, and Arlin can master ahorse. The whistle she gave,
while not loud, caused both horsesto strain forward until the line snapped taut and popped us both in the
ar.

| landed dightly overbaanced to my right, but Arlin landed dightly overbaanced to her right, and we
were hold-ing hands at the time, so our excess balanced out. We were standing as though at aformal
dance, and if our stepsforward and back were an attempt to maintain equilibrium, they might do for
dance steps. The Naiish cheered for us, even the women in their wagons at the base of the hill. The rope,
however, was doing its own cheering. It was squeaking like amouse and | knew it would give soon
under thistrestment.



Arlin’ sface was cdm and blank as the face of the statue of justice at the Sordaing School entry hall, and
she said to me, “Back up to the horse behind you, Zhurrie. Stride him and point him down the hill.” With
no other word she re-leased my hand and did backward a ong the trembling rope: |eft foot back, right,
and then |eft again.

| followed, though | kept my arm raised as though pre-paring for a coupl€ s return at dance, and when |
felt the croup of the horse behind my hedls, | leaped up, spun around, and came down sitting on the
saddle. | broke my descent with both hands but it ill hurt.

Arlin had an edge upon me, so | grabbed the bit end of the reins, manhandled the little beast’ s head
around, and beat him forward with my hedls. The Naiish who had the ends of the reins dragged afew
stepsand lost me, and | was plunging down the dry, turfy hill, attached to aleather line that took every
horse and every man on foot a windpipe level.

Thefirst row of nomads were hit solid and went down. The second had time to turn broadside and it
went even worse with them. Thethird row had not understood what was happening and we mowed
them, and then the leather line broke, whipped, and spooked both our horses.

Mine floundered, skidding into the herd of calves, whereit did some damage and caused more panic.
Arlin’sanima was bound for the assembled women, and she plowed them down regardless; Arlinis not
sentimenta regarding women. In, another moment we were free of the band and running up the side of
the next low hill of grass.

Threelittle arrows raised clouds of dust between us, and later there was the sound of hooves pounding.
The beats were regular and even familiar, but there were not many of them. Arlin’shorse was larger and
better fed than my barrdl-ribbed pony, but he had little difficulty keeping up.

Both horses were wheezing when my ears reassured me that there were only afew ridersfollowing us.
Arlin and | dowed enough to lean back and try to release the rope from our saddle-cantles, but our long
trawl through the ponies of the nomad.s had jammed the leather into knots as solid aswood. | had out a
little knife to cut mysdlf free of the linewhen | heard abellow of protest

“Cut the rope, snowman, and it isruined. It'saready broken once. And it ismy rope.” | saw it wasthe
old magician trotting up to us, and the sweat-soaked horse he rode was my own daffodil-yelow gelding.

| marveled, not so much at the sight of the Naiish rider, but at the emptiness of the plain that surrounded
him. He had no companion at al, unlessthe yellow horse counted as one, or the black horse that he led,
or the dead eagle strapped behind the withers of the black, shedding blood and feathers with each step
the beast took. Ten yards from me he brought his mount to a stop—the four-square, attentive stop the
no-mads dicit from their mounts by body weight alone. The horse stood there, steaming, golden in the
shine of its sweat: amuch more impressive creature than usudly it was.

The magician extended hisleft hand dowly—the ritual hand with itsfan of eagle feaethers. He seemed to
have no weapon except his own strong presence. “ The horses you ride are dso mine, but in that matter |
think asmpletrade will please dl parties”

Arlin had been off to my right as the magician ap-proached, but her horse had milled uneesily over the
grass until by chance—seemingly by chance—it had come to stand between our visitor and me.

The Naiish magician might have sensed that arider of Arlin’sability does not ride a horse that wanders
by chance, or it might have been some expression in her usudly guarded face which informed him, but he
was not fooled by her ma-neuver. His seamy face split in agrin that showed excellent teeth, and at that
moment he looked remarkably like the old drunken Zaguash who frequented the Y ellow Coach.



“I have seen gtallions protecting mares,” the man said. “ And | have even seen sdlions protecting
geldings. Thisisthefirgt time | have seen agdding standing in protection of astalion.”

Arlin did not move, and though | was behind her, | could see her responsereflected in his, and | am sure
she showed only the watchful inexpressiveness of the cardplayer shewas. It was|eft to meto ask, “What
do you mean by thistak of geldingsand stalions?’

“I recognize ageding when | seeone,” he answered in good humor, but out of Arlin’ssword range This
time theword he used was a variant of that used for castrated horses: aword particular to the Rayzhia
language “What other sort of man is so tall, so light-boned, so fine-faced ... and so bleak of mood?1
mean no insult by this; many men of consequence are geldings—servants of the mysteriesrather than of
lugt”

How on earth to answer the man | had no idea. It was ashame he had percelved anything unusua about
Arlin, but given the choice, it would be better for him to think her a eunuch than awoman. | pressed my
horse up beside hers and looked at him squarely for amoment. “At the Yellow Coach Innthereisa
man—or was—who comesin only on the worst of winter days, drinks himself deepy, and fallsadeep by
the ashes with no thought of a blanket. I know, because | have often draped him in ablanket only to find
it kicked off inthemorning.”

The magician extended his finger-feathers meditatively, while his eyes, slvered over with age, looked
somewhere into the middle of my head. “Y ou would do yoursdlf agreat damage to equate that man with
myself Just as| would do agreat damage’—and hisface split into agrin of brown but serviceable
teeth—"to look a you and see a half-breed tavern functionary whose purposein lifeisto trandate for the
fa merchants.”

| felt we had made agreat ded of progressin this one exchange, and | felt mysdlf settle more relaxedly
onto my horse. Arlin had been listening to us with one ear, most of her attention concentrated on the
horizon behind the nomad. Arlinisnot distractible.

Henaticed. “1 camedone,” hesad. “I forbade them to chase you.” The grin spread afresh. “They did
not want to, truth to tell. One gains power and respect, forbidding people to do what they do not want’to
do.”

“Why did you follow us, then? Not to be sure we got our property back?’ Once again Arlin’s pony was
shuffling between the magician’s pony and me. Thiswas beginning to irritate me, so | moved my own
mount up solidly againgt her. | hoped the man would missthisbyplay. Hisface told methat he did not.

“No, nor to get my own horses back, though mine are the better beasts. Y ou are a story happening. Y ou
have caled yourselves so. | am akeeper of storiesand | want to know the rest of yours.”

Wewere dill garing at him, trying to understand hisintent, when he dipped off my horse (just as though
he were anatural man with legs and not aNaiish nomad at dl), left both anima's ground-tied, unbound
the limp eagle carcass, and sat on the naked earth, cutting the skin from the bones of his sacred animal.

Arlinand | sat besde our demurelittle fire, while on around bump of ahill, somefifty yards off, our
magician burned most of the carcass of the eagle on afire of cow pats and brush. Hisfire stlank up the
night, and the bits of mineral powder and compounds that he sprinkled over the flames made a great
show of color but did not ameliorate the odor.

Wein our manner, were aiding in the disposal of the corpse. The breast-steaks and thigh-meat had been
donated to our dinner. The magician indgsted:; it was not our sacred anima, after al, and no nomad
appreciates waste. The bird tasted better than | had expected, but it had the texture of damp leather.



“Thereis some phosphorusin that fire,” Arlin said in my ear. * Phosphorus and perhaps sulfur. | wonder
where he getsit? Do they have mining, out here on the plains?’

| shrugged. “He probably buysitin Warvaa. From—a ' pothecary, like anyone dse.”

Her glance at me was guarded, looking for something in my face that would tell her | wasjoking. Arlin
had not been with me during that winter five years before. “Y ou redlly recognize him? And he recognizes
you? That being the case, | am surprised we were able to put over our poetic drama back there.”

At thismoment | felt more akin to the bird-burner on the hill than to Arlin. “Why be surprised? We were
not of—

faring liesto him. The man who degpsthe blizzard awvay on warm tileswith warmwinein hisgut isthe
magician: aredl leader of the most redlly deadly people on thisearth. That | know of .

“And | am Zhurrie the tavern bouncer, trandator, mer-cantile mediator of Warvaa. (I missthe place, do
you know? Perhapsit is merely the effect of seeing a familiar face.) And | am also Nazhuret ...”

| shut my mouth, on al the possible ways | could continue that sentence. | had said it once that day, and
once was too much. So | continued. “ Think of Powl, who at court isthe Earl of Daraln, adviser to the
king and to the king’ sfather.

“And was aso to my own father. But who as P. Inpres has written more articlesfor our own Royal
Academy of Sciencesor that of Lowcanton. And as smply Powl—"

Arlin put her finger in front of my mouth, which was one step more polite than plugging it altogether.
“Enough, you ... you snowman. | have the message that truth is not what it seems, or rather, that it isthat
and more besides. But | tell you that at no time, blizzard or sunshine, withindoors or without, am | any
kind of geding.”

| looked past the fire at her gleaming eyes and realized three things: Arlin had recovered from her pain
and her trag-edy, | had recovered from my arm wound, and the magician had finished his oblation and
was proceeding down the hill toward us, making as much noise asamortal man.

| took the opportunity to kiss the fingertip within my reach and stedl one private glance. “What ashame
that would be,” | whispered over thefire.

“Two days from now these plains will become ridges, and then these ridges will become mountains, and
itisagood thing we do not pass through them any later in the year,” said the magician, riding between us.
“Thewinds are terrible in the autumn, and in the winter, the snow isworse. And after the mountainswe
will descend into warmer country, where the swegt Sits on your forehead even in winter. And then we will
rise again toward the fortress.

“That is, if no one haskilled you by then.”

“What if we run into another of your ... of the Naiish tribes?’ asked Arlin. “Y ou would bein every bit as
much danger aswe.”

The magician laughed. “More, fellow. But we will not. There are no horsepeople within a hundred miles
of us”

Aswe gtared at him uncertainly, he continued. “Believe me. | would know if there were. My ear can read
the ground aswell asanyone's.”

Y ou neglected to tell us such an ability exists, my dear Powl, but | believed the man. Considering the
hatred the Red Whipsfed for one another’ stribes, they must have some means of mutua avoidance, or



they would al be dead. | decided to watch him doit.

“Magician,” | asked, “when you describe the wine coun-try—the lowland beyond the mountains, an | to
understand you didike the place and the climate?’

Themagician chuckled. “Ah no, Nazhuret. | find it very sweset. You can fal adeep inthe middle of afield
and wake up rested. Y ou can pop fruit right into your mouth.” His eye, as he met my gaze, was cloudy,
but his sncerity was clear. “But | do not own any of that land, do I? And as Naiish, | own the entire
grasdand. Still, I'd rather have avineyard.” The old magician laughed like alittle boy.

He played with the kite he had built of twigs and eagle skin. The sdlty skin, though dry and trand ucent
now, still gave of an odor. Through the next few days he worked on the balance of the thing, and
weighted the tail with pebbles, until it was flight-worthy and sailed out over usin the steady wind of the
plains. | didn't think the horses would ever be-come used toit.

It was sometime that day or the next that the magician ceased cdling me by the epithet “ snowman”
entirely. Arlin took up the practice instead.

Travel acrossthe plainsin summer took on some of the aspects of contemplative discipline. More
specificaly, it was like staring at the empty wall when onewasill; dl things were bright, confused, and far
away. Therewas no rest to be had, either under the hard stars or the vengeful sun. Arlin’sskin turned a
color somewhere between brick and leather. My bothersome complexion merely burned, until the smell
of my own cooking skin drowned out all other odorsfor me. The magician gave me ajar of some sort of
mud with which | covered my face and forearms. It didn’t stink, at least not after it had dried, but | must
have looked like something dug unwisely out of the ground. The daypack made me very conscious of my
moods, asit yanked againgt the expressions of my face, and it did nothing to keep the broiled skin from
gplitting over my knuckles and wrists, but it did make it possible for meto crossthe width of the
grasdands.

During thelast Rezhmian incursion, | am told we lost many blonds to the infections of sunburn, and that
was in mid-spring, right after the thaw. S dnbum would be anasty way to die.

Theimagethat staysin my mind of that first trip across the empty spacesisthat of awhite line of horizon
topped by slver-blue and founded on pale tan, broken in the middle by the shape of a single auroch, that
ancestor to the broad-horned cattle of the Naiish, and perhaps of our lesser northwestern breeds aswell.
Asthe beast sensed us, we had afull view of its spread of horn, eight feet from tip to tip, over abody as
tall and lean asthat of aracehorse. Its beauty overwhelmed me, and though | am asfond of the soft eyes
of acow asisthe next man, | felt man had done a huge disservice to nature in diminishing the creature.

Aswe watched, it gave out acry something like abell and something like agoose. It spun oniits
haunches and began to fleg, swishing its horns dternately over the dry grass. Its manner did not
encourage usto chaseit, had we been so inclined, and though the beast did not run as gracefully asa
horsg, it ran very fagt.

| cannot:recall there was anything visible on the landscape to which the creature s bellow might have been
directed. Theland between the auroch and the horizon was as shimmering flat as, atailor's press. Wasit
merely giving voice to release its own emotion, or perhapsto dissuade us from pursuit? (Thisisthe sort
of question | should have asked our Naiish magician, but | cannot remember that | did.)

It was after this appearance, or perhaps another like it, that the magician said, “It’ sin the history of our
people that those: animals created the grasdand.”

Arlin, with her eyebrows, asked for elaboration.



“The plain was once forest, they say. Black, forbidding forest, like those where you live in caves, huddied
over your fires againgt the snow.”

Neither Arlinnor | bothered to correct him. This man did not for aminute believe the Velonyanslived in
caves, and one can only suffer one stail to be pulled so many times.

“Theaurochslived in the forest, dong with every other sort of animal that now lives on the plain. But their
horns were too wide; they banged them into the trees everywhere they went. So strong were the fathers
of the aurochsthat every timethey hit atree, it came down, and at |ast there were no more trees, and it
has been grasdand ever since.”

| savored the image of great bulls and cows, scything through the firwoods of my home. | liked it “And
are your people grateful to the aurochs?’ | asked him.

When the magician smiled, hisdry face creased into fan-folds. “No, they are not. If the aurochs hadn’t
been so thor-ough, wagons would be cheaper to build.”

Arlinmust have hed her fill of whimsy, for she asked,

“Do you bdievethis, magician of the Plains Eagle People? Did the cattle redly knock down dl thetrees
of thefores?’

He laughed. “It is complete superdtition. It isfor chil-dren!” His glance at her waswary, haf offended.
“What you must think of me!” he said. Then he cleared histhroat and pushed his horseto amore
energetic trot. “Still, the aurochs did create the grasdand ...”

Both Arlin and | had to work to catch up in order to hear his next words. The old performer planned it
that way. “Or 50 .1 think.”

He forced meto ask him how.

“Itisample, Nazhuret. The cattle eat without discrim-ination, grass, bushes, and young trees. The grass
comes back, but the bushes and trees do not. Tell mewhat is going to happen to the ground?’

Asthe magician’ swords resolved themsalvesin my mind, | was struck by aredization, heavy asablow.
It was not merely that his observation was acute and correct, but that this character, who had acted the
role of persecutor, pursuer, aide, and comedian to us, and whom | remembered as adrunken geriatricin
the tavern and as the manipulator of amob, had shifted’ mage again, and now was our teacher.

No different from you, Powl; he was dirty, small, and stinking and yet no different at dl from the
immeaculate Earl of Daran.

And in another moment my perception had focused dif-ferently, and | saw in the man something that was
not Powl nor Naiish magician, but was of identical nature, shining through both names and faces. | think |
made a sound.

My memoriesrose like birds, and | saw this same identity in the eyes of awolf | had known (or dog. |
never knew which). Thisthing, which was teacher and not exactly teacher, suddenly seemed to be
everywherein my past: in the dant of a sheeting rain outside the barn where once | dept, in the face of
my mother (which may be not memory but an invention from the needs of my heart), and at last in no
imageandinno disguiseat dl.

| came awake again and my arms and back were cold with sweat and | had let my horse drift. Arlin was
garing at me. She edged the black mare over and took me by thearm. | met her eyesand again | saw
this thing—this teacher—before me, bright and real under the light of the sun. | cried out without words.



“What?’ Arlin shook my arm, and in her face was ataut, martial concern for me.

| don’t know how much time had passed while my per-ceptions had knocked one another dong in my
head. The magician was spesking again, Or sill. Hewas pointing hisfinger at me.

“Asalegend, King of the Dead, you should know these things aready.”

| did not know then and | do not know now whether he was speaking of the aurochs’ eating habits or of
what | had experienced amoment before. The moment was till ringing around me like astruck crystd,
and the swesat had stuck my shirt to my back. | felt very calm and light, asthough | hadn’t eaten for days.
“I don’'t have any desireto be alegend, magician,” | said, and | meant it wholeheartedly.

He laughed wholeheartedly in reply. “ Of courseyou don’t,” he said to me. “It worksthat way.”

By the evening of that day (I think it was that day) the horizon was smudgy. Arlin noted it first and
guessed there was westher coming. The magician denied it though his eyes were cloudy hisnosewas
keen. | stopped my horse, examined the distance, and found the smudge to be mountains.

That night we celebrated. Arlin and [—each spared an hour to stalk game, which isnot easily donein the
open land.

The magician did not hunt, for though the Naiish are the best archersin the world they waste littletime on
game, living instead on the herds they follow and saving their ar-rows for human beings. He stayed at the

fireinstead, boiling a huge mess of cracked barley and roots to which we were able to add alarge desert

hare and alittle wild chicken. | remember that feast, because it set to rest in my mind al the horror stories
one hears about Naiish cooking.

While | sanded the pot and Arlin sharpened our swords—for. Arlin gets more satisfaction out of that task
than | do—the magician lay hishead upon his saddle and instructed us.

“No man over the age of forty likes to see other peopl€e s blood spilled. Not if he has had children, he
doesnot.”

“Sothat waswhy ...,” | began, at the same moment in which Arlin said, “ Even among the Naiish?’

He glanced a each of us and choseto answer Arlin. Firdight gleamed upon his cataracts. “ Even among
theriders. Y et you must remember that traders and wedlthy partiestravel between Rezhmiaand Velonya
along the strip of wet land south of Morquenie, by the sea. We rarely see strangers cross our property,
and when we do, wetakeit asan insult. Y ou would aso, if strangersrode their horse trains over your

property.”
Thissmile wasamusing, but | asked, “Can ahundred people cal athousand square empty milestheir
property?”

The old magician cast me a chiding look. “Of course we can. We do. All the world knows we do. That
was not aclever question.” Before | could interrupt further, he contin-ued. “ And then you killed our eagle
right before our eyes. It isnot that we like the old vulture, you understand. But it is our totem.

“Still, I would have been happy to see you fleeing back the way you came, but the young men made that
impossible. Our young men are like no other men on earth. They are mad wolves.

“Y ou will say we make them that way,” he accused me, and indeed | had been thinking exactly that. “But
itisn't so. Our children are brought up like any other children, but they grow up to carry the red whip!”

Hisvoice rose with emotion and in his face shone amixture of pride, and disgust: very odd. | took the
chance of offending himto say athing’ | had grown to think over the years of roaming the Zaguash



territories. “ And yet, magician, by appearance the people of northern Zaquashlon are of the same stock
asthe Naiish nomads. Certainly you can pass back and forth at will and be unrecognized.”

By the silence| thought | had doneit; the man would say nothing more of interest between here and the
mountains. But after aminute hereplied, “It isadangerous thing you know, Nazhuret. We avoid letting
snowmen Icnow so much about us. But you have taken the, information wrongly.

‘eIt istrue we are born looking no different than any smal child of Warvala. And itistrue arider can get
off hishorse and labor in atinware shop for years without anyone suspecting what heis by birth. In fact,
many young riders do this.

“I will go further and say that any rider who hasit in himsdf to behave reasonably and mind hisown
businesswill get off hishorse and do this And always has done so. Thetribeis poor and pleasures are
few.”

The magician gazed blandly into the fire and spread hisbrilliant festher gloveinitslight. “Old ageisan
agony among us. It isenough to drive aman into taverns.

“Asaresult of thiswinnowing, the young men who areleft to us are the ones who cannot moderate
themsalves. Like certain cattle, certain horses ... The plains, however, have the power to do what the
rules of man cannot, and under the sky our men learn discipline or they die. Sometimes both.

“If you were stock-raisers, my comrades, you would know that you cannot breed the wildest to the
wildest for generations without getting some effect.”

| asked him about the women; were they aso the wildest of the wild? He chuckled, snapped his hand
closed, and said, “ About the women you will have to ask awoman.”

That night | considered al the man had said. | had plenty of time for reflection, because | could not deep
wdll gpart from Arlin, and our blankets are not redlly warm enough unless shared. The next day, aswe
fixed our eyes on the smudgy horizon and willed the mountainsto grow, | asked the magician if he had
been amad wolf asaboy.

His answer was cheerful. “Oh no, | was clever instead. | ran away to Sekret when | wasten. | was every
inch asnowman! Later | went asfar west as Grobebh, and | lived in Bologhini until my children were
grown.”

My expression of surprise &t this revelation won another bout of laughter. “I have no secrets!” he cried
loudly, and | gaped again at the inaccuracy of his statement. After another minute he added, “Men like
me are hecessary among my people, too. Otherwise the poor bruteswould die of their own fury.”

The next day waswindy and bright, and through our morning’ s ride the flattened expanse of earth rose
into ridges, just aswaves of the ocean rise higher as dawn leads to midday. The pesks along the horizon
were dear now to Arlin aswell asto mysdf; and though the old magician could not see them, he knew
they were there. What had been grass dl of one color, topped with the dried spikes of its husky grain,
was becoming a carpet stained with various pigments. gray-green bushes of sage, blue-green plantain,
ribs of rock not green at all.

It occurred to me that we were out of the grasdand and into the foothills of the mountains. | recalled to
mind that | was going to visit the Sanaur of Rezinnia, that most consstent enemy of VVelonya, devil
incarnate to al Ve onyan school-boys—my granduncle.

Who did not know | lived. Who would not be made happy by the news. | reflected upon this.
| felt acold wash of fear over me, so strong it seemed to, originate outside myself: | heard a beast



growling, huge asthe earth.

Thisfear and this growling were not particular to me, for my daffodil-yelow horse reacted to them a o,
and his heart beat between my kneeslike adrum. Arlin’s horse, too, had started, and so had Arlin.

In another moment | was flung off the horse and rolling over the stony soil, heels over head. | thought |
had been bucked off, but no horse has such power as this had shown, and then | heard the poor
creature’ s shoulder hit the ground.

| had spun three times around and came out of theroll standing upright, thanks to long and stringent
teaching, but it seemed | was till rolling anyway, or &t least the earth was. The horrifying growl had
grown into aroar, and the ground disappeared from under my feet. Thistime | came down on my chin.

Thiswas enough, | told mysdlf: It wastimefor thisto be over, but the earth went on bucking and heaving.
| raised my eyes, tagting the blood from my own lip, and the air just above the ground was white, nearly
opaque. | could seethe black shape that was Arlin, flat out like mysalf with only the position of her head
to tell me shewas il dive. Beside her the larger black shape of her mare threw her neck about inavain
attempt, to ride the bucking earth.

The two Naiish ponies had kept their feet in some mi-raculous fashion, but they stood with their stubby
legs braced out a angle, likefurry, fat spiders, and the magician himsdf lay flat and motionless. | feared
the beasts would step on hisface, and twice I’ got to my feet and made afew steps toward him before
being knocked down again.

Thethird time | stood, it was over. The mad beast went quiet and the earth was as still asit had been a
few minutes before. | knelt beside the magician, and in amoment Arlin joined me there. We met each
other’ s staring eyes and neither of us pronounced the word “ earthquake” lest we call it back upon us
again. | could hear horses floundering, and horses running.

The old magician opened his eyesto the sky and took a deep, laboring breath. Holding hisribsin both
hands, he inhaled again, shuddering. He bent his knees and arched his back from the ground in an
attempt to pull air into lungs that had been violently emptied. It took him over sixty sec-ondsto reprime
thewd| of hisbreathing, and just as he sat up, the predatory growl began again, followed by asensation
of something huge stalking the earth al around us.

We held him up by each ebow and did nothing but witnessthisinvisble calamity around us. Thistime
when | heard the “beast” | knew what it was, and | recognized (or perhaps meredly trusted) that it was of
smadler magnitude than the tremor that had preceded it. | felt calm enough, and indeed felt my
consciousness descend into the belly of the wolf, but nonethel ess, two long seconds after the growl, when
the earth waswell into itstrembling, | was aware that my heart legped and sarted racing. An instant
sweat was chilling the skin of my arms.

It seemed the earthquake had pulled these changes out of my body, with my mind having no part in the
pro-ems.

When this tremor was over., the magician got to hisfeet. “To think,” he said in avery casud tone of
voice, “that an earthquake could throw me and wind melike that. At my age.” In hiscloudy eyes| read
contempt: for himsdlf, for the event, for us who were holding him when he could stand perfectly well.

Arlin released him firgt, for his pride called to hers. “ Tell me, what animal causes the earthquake?
According to your people, of course?’

Hedidn't answer her.

Around us| found my own baggage, Arlin’s saddle, and the magician’ s eagle-skin kite. Only thelast of



these seemed to have escaped harm. The old man picked it up, arranged its flight feathers, and
proceeded toward the mountains. “ The horses will come back to us,” he said portentoudly. | didn’t ask
him how he knew.

For Arlin and me, it was more difficult. | would have liked to carry the saddle for her, Sinceit was more
awkward than my own burden, but | did not know how rules of ga-lantry applied to eunuchs, and | did
not want to share her secret with the old man.

Twicein the next hour the beast growled around us again, once so strongly that although it did not knock
meto my knees, | found myself sinking down for security’ ssake. | had alwaysthought of alarge
earthquake as something like the hammer of God, which would strike and be done with, but | learned
that it works more the way aburnt house cavesin, piece by miserable piece. Eachtime| heard the
tremor announced, my body reacted in the same manner: two sec-onds of shocked calm followed by a
storm of pulse and swest-ing like akettle gone from smmer to bail. | resented the calamity’ sintimacy
with my physical person. | wished to snub the earthquakes, and my body answered their every growl.

The dudgt inthe air madeit difficult to know exactly wherewe were going, the mountains wereinvisble
behind white curtains. | followed Arlin, who followed the magician, who couldn’t see well anyway, and
though the journey seemed hopeless and pointless, the tremors were like whipsto keep us moving.

Indeed, before that first hour was up, the horses had started to come back to us. First was my bright
ydlow gdd—

ing, still wearing my saddle on his back, and I might preen myself on my ability to attach affection, but |
suspect he was dwaysthe laziest of the herd. On the other hand, perhaps he was just the most intelligent,
and knew what a handicap the saddle would bein the ferd life. Arlin’s black mare came over the horizon
shortly afterward, leading the Naiish ponies, but while the mare returned to her life of duty, the others
shied away and kept clear of usuntil nightfall.

The magician didn't care, or pretended not to. He was not carrying anything but akite.

The summer had been dry, and there was agood ded of dead brush to make a campfire, with which we
attempted to keep the earthquakes at bay. Arlin had taken aheavier fal than |, and her neck was
giffening. | massaged it as| could, whilein Allec | suggested to her that astimes were difficult even
without masquerades, we might be better off informing the magician she was femae. She responded that
such would be avery bad idea, and when | pressed her for areason, she said, “Tdl him nothing. He has
not told ushisname.”

There was sensein what she said, abeit oblique sense. | glanced up at the old man in timeto find he had
been watching us. Without asking what we had been saying or in what language, he began to lecture us.

“Thelegends of theriders don’t say much about the earthquake, because the earthquake does not belong
to the grasdand. It isamongter of the mountains.” He pointed into the darkness. “Y ou are headed now
toward the home of al the world' s earthquakes.”

Arlin chuckled at thisbit of drama. “Well, so areyou,” she said “Heading toward ...” In the middle of her
words the growl came, and the ground shook again. All the horses started and one pulled wildly, but
unsuccessfully upon itstether line.

Two seconds' pause and then my heart raced, my skin swesated cold. | wasvery. at the earth and at
mydf:

Themagician laughed. | think it wasalaugh of red amusement; | cannot be sure. “Y ou have had quitea



trip down to Rerhmia First two esgles come against you, then afull troop of riders, and now the earth
itsdlf. It would seem you are not meant to go to the City.”

| felt Arlin gtiffen under my hands. | straightened, walked around the fire, and sat down beside the
magician. “If we are not meant to go to ReAmia, wewill not get to Rezhmia. But nothing has shown
that.”

| made sure lliad his attention and added, “ Fate can stop a man’ s heart with ahiccup, properly timed.
Thereisno need to disarrange the earth.”

Arlin coughed, groaned, and said, “ The earth and sky herald great events, rider. We are only receiving
our due.”

The magician’ seyes grew brighter as he stared over thefire at her “ Earth and sky, you say?1 can’'t wait
to see what the sky will produce!”

The next day it produced rain, but | do not have such a sense of my own importanceto believeit wasa
gesture di-rected at me or my fellows. Asthough for balance, we en-joyed the end of the dry east wind
that blows al summer acrossthe grasdand. We were now in the Bologhini foot-hills—no mistake. The
ridges ran aimost due north and south, and passage through them above Morqueni€ strade road was
only by horse or by foot, through the occasiona crack in thewalls of the peaks. These mountains,
however, crack fre-quently.

Between insufficient blankets and steady rain, Arlin came down with ahead cold. To meit seemed her,
sneezes were too unmistakably feminine, but | had never paid much attention to the few eunuchs
inhabiting Zaguashlon, or a least not to their sneezes. Perhapsit wasal my own anxiety;

Arlin’smaeimpersonation is harder on me than upon her.

The magician clamed to know where we were going, though he did not pass on enough information for
usto understand the route. | remember going south aong awell-trodden path, between two rows of
rock teeth only fifty yards gpart. Along either side, the herds of the mountaineers had cropped the
herbage to afine lawn (as the aurochs did the grasdands, according to our magician), but above a certain
height, different for each individua stone tooth, the grass gave way to sunted cedar and pine. Sometimes
the lower surface of the lowest branches would be shaved to the bark, which was scarred by the teeth of
sheep and goats. The man-ure of sheep and goats dotted the road.

Aswe rode down thisimprobable landscape, | began to catalog in my head the ssumbles that fate had
thrown in our path since receiving the king’s commission. First we had been attacked by ambiguous
cavary at the borders of Norwess, and then in close sequence by eagles and by the Naiish, from whose
hands and hooves very few escape. Building upon this experience we had an explosion of the earth, and
now (to finish in whimsy) aleakage of the sky. What was the purpose of dl these obstacles? Not having
killed us, what had they accomplished?

The answer came to me like aprompting voicein my ear. They had, each of them, served to keep us
from thinking about the job at hand.

| was going to the Fortress City in order to prevent awar. | was not certain the war could be prevented.
Or ought to be.

Arlinand I had been sent because of our training, an education which the king trusted would help us
produce d-ternatives to war that other men might not discover. But dternatives are not always an
improvement over things asthey are. They do not dways (I hate to admit it) exist.

| personaly had been sent because | was the sanaur’ s grandnephew. His cross-bred grandnephew, and



child of a*snowman.”
| did not imagine the old man knew of my existence.
| did not for amoment consider he would be glad to know of it.

| pondered my mission while the rain soaked my head-cloth and liquefied the claypack on my face, and
at last | decided that the soldiers, the eagles, the Red Whips, the earth, and the sky had had no reason to
bother. | was utterly unable to think about the job at hand.

Thefirst people we saw sinceleaving the Naiish were afamily of perhapsten individuas, who had
pitched woolen tents on the small width of flat land and were waiting out the rain. Thefabric of thelr tents
collected water in droplets al over the surface, each drop serving assalensfor aray of light. The
traditiona brass witch-chimes of the Rezhrnian peasant echoed that light into sound, that was punctuated
by the bleeting of their animas from within the ring of hurdles the people had set up.

| remember mogt of dl the seagulls, that whedled gray and white like rainclouds above the tents,
obvioudly expect-ing something of the resdents. Their own cries echoed among the stone teeth above us.

| was riding beside the magician when we first heard the sounds of the camp, and my eagernessto see
human dwellings again put mein thelead. | paused long enough to hear avoice from within one of the
tents; it was that of awoman speaking Rezhmian, and not the Rezhmian of the Naiish either. | would have
ridden in among them, had the old magician not kicked forward and snagged my yedlow horse sbridlein
one hand.

We had a short, whispered argument in therain: |, feding justified in greeting these herders or at least
riding past them, and the Naiish utterly set againgt it. Arlin broke thetie againgt me. She said shewas
fedling too incompetent to meet anyone, dangerous or not. We were forced to draw back an hour’ sfide
before we could find a break among, the teeth to the east that, |ooked like it might be gotten over.

It was not a path in any sense, but a channel choked with rocks, and the recent earth movements had
sent any number of fresh rocks, pebbles, and boulders to wobble atop the earlier ones. A fall might have
been the end of ahorse’ sleg, and so of ahorse. It might have been the end of arider.

| gave my Daffodil hishead, tying the ends of the reinstogether over hisgnarly blond mane. | considered
getting down to spare him my weight, but the magidan advised againgt it. The lurching sensation wefelt as
the horses hauled themselves from one level to another isnot something | can well describe. At the end of
another hour, we were scrabbling down the east end of our rock channel, ajourney Daffodil completed
on two forefeet and his broad behind.

We were not in another clean-cut valley, but along an uneven, stony ledge that might or might not keep
paralle to the way we had been going. It was so narrow that | had to pressforward to enable Arlin's
black to skid her way down from the rocks.

| think it was within five minutes of reaching solid ground that | heard the sound of hooves ahead: ahorse
trot-- ring. Therock tooth over which | rode opened out into acuspy molar, and aman cameriding
toward me from the west.

| looked at the trail behind him and surmised that the other end of it hit the herders' valley right past their
camp. It looked dear and inviting. | Sighed.

| looked at the horse, agray, shining like marble initsrain-dick but undoubtedly white when dry. It was
beautiful as Arlin’s Sabia had been beautiful. Its trappings were a so rain-darkened to adeep purple.
They were beautiful, inthe



Rezhmian manner. Therider' s clothes, too, were black-purple and beautiful in the Rezhmian manner.
| looked at the rider’ sface and he was me.

His eyebrows were dark, as | remember, and under his broad-brimmed rain hat perhaps his hair was
aso dark, but the face itsdlf, and the hands—one of them around the reins and drawn back over the
pomme of the saddle and one pointed at me in astonishment or accusation—were my own.

Was my own hand pointing at him?Was this encounter only with some mirror of distortion, perhapsin
my own head? Asbest | remember, my right hand remained at rest and my |eft loosdly on thereins, for
Daffodil did not demand strenuous discipline. | think we looked at him quietly enough, while hishorse
danced.

Then the immense growl began again, though which of usthe earthquake had as quarry | do not know.
My horse skipped sideways, while his horse screamed and plunged ahead along the path he had taken.
He was gone before the earth had stopped shaking.

Arlin’smare bolted toward us. She hdted at my side. “What isit, Zhurrie?’ she whispered, asthough the
old ma-gician were near enough to overhear. “Y ou look dazed by that one. Did arock fall?'Y our horse
dam you into some-thing?’ She put her hand over mine, only for asecond.

My heart was racing, of course, and cold sweat mixed with the rain.

On the stones, streaming with water, | saw no signs of ahorse' s passage. Arlin, whoisasmuch a
tracker, as|, got up from her soaked kneeswith no better results. The old magician came up even asshe
wasrising, having lost and found again his pack pony. Without getting down from his saddle he
contradicted us both, saying the“silk” of the rain on the rocks proclaimed a horse had passed that way
only minutes before, scrabbling, wildly over thetrall.

Neither your teaching, Powl, nor my own experience had taught meto read the glint of wet rocks. |
could not say the magician was mideading us. | could do nothing but ride on, following out between the
teeth of the ridges.

By evening the ground was rough around us, but easier going than the first ridges of the hills. We passed
another herders encampment, but this time the surrounding was not so much atrap, and our guide
allowed usto ride through. So did the herders.

Our own camp we pitched upon a height that overlooked the east, and the rain ended in time enough for
the rocks to be dry beneath our blankets, though there was nothing for afire. Arlin was sneezing regularly
and her eyes were swollen. She allowed the magician to brew her atea of herbsthat alowed her to
deep. It seemed to my eyes, fingers, and nose, to be made of bark, bones, and opium. When | said as
much to him, he denied the bones.

The sun went down asit does every night. It left ared glow in the western sky, but dso ayelow glow in
the east. The red glow faded, but not the other, and | was driven to sstumble over stonesin the dark, to
find the cause of thelight. Behind me| heard the halting steps of the old magician, and | remember
wondering whether aman half-blind was more handicapped in the dark or less so.

What | had thought to be amurky sky was actualy the next rise of the mountains, and little yellow stars
and stains decorated the dope. The display was very broad, taking in one hundred degrees of horizon
from where | stood, and in two spots the demure glows were clearly dancing in flame. It seemed to be |
could smell burning wood, but that might have been suggestion.

“ItisBologhini,” said the magician, sitting down heavily closeto me. “In the times of earthquakes,
Bologhini isawaysonfire”



| sat down next to him, astonished. “Bologhini, the city? We re nowhere near acity, out here. We
haven’t seen a per-manent building since before we met you.”

| could barely see him shrug. “Y et that’ s Bologhini: the* Crescent.” It runs north and south between the
layers of the mountains, that are like onion scales. Travel comes down from Sekret and up from Rezhmia
It comes from every way but the plains. Our way.”

He stared out over the black decline. | could see yellow lightswinking over the milky skin of his
cataracts. “It isagrain house burning. That’sashame, for priceswill be high and I'm amost out of
barley.”

He got up again, and reluctantly | followed him. “Y ou will permit usto enter Bologhini?’ | asked him,
meaning to be flippant and till resenting our clamber over the rocks that day.

Hetook the question as earnest. “Bologhini should be safe. All large cities are safe, for whoisto cal you
an enemy among so many strangers?’ The magician let me pass before *him, so that | might discover our

path by hitting my toes againg rocks.
“I redly likelarge cities,” he said, and gave ahappy chuckle.

In the morning the city was before us, and | wondered why | had heard <o little about so odd a place.
We of Veonya think of Bologhini, when wethink of it a al, as second city to Rezhmiaitsef, lesser in
history and culture.

Whether itislesser in history | cannot tell, for Bologhini isbuilt out of wood-weavings and wooden
boards. Such a building may last athousand years, except that every piece of it will have been replaced
by another. Asto its culture, aman without introductionsis not likely to discover she culture of acity. He
islucky to discoyer itstaverns.

No one, not even you, my teacher, thought to tell me that Bologhini was flat as moss on arock, and
largely com—

posed of domes. Nor that the stucco upon the wooden frame-works was dyed delirious colors. Nor that
the city spread out over the valey and up the face of Mount Hawtel Azh, covering much more ground
than doesVegtinglon itsdf.

We breek facted on jerky provided by the magician; | never asked of what animal it was made. Arlin
wastoo fa-tigued to rip at the stuff, and | remember thinking it apity | had too much culture and
education to chew it for her.

| had not redlized how high we had climbed, not only in these last few days, but over the long rise of the
grasdands, until 1. heard in my ears and tasted in my—mouth the same buzzing | had felt in Norwess. The
ar wasthin and odorless.

| remembered that Rezhmia s fortress was even higher in dtitude than Bologhini, and it struck me that
both of my parents had been raised in an environment _| find strenuous. Arlin leaned over to ask mewhy
| was laughing, and dl that | could reply was* It seems| cannot live up to my ancestry.” She asked no
fiuther, explanation. She was not feding well.

Tenminutes diding rideleft usat the lowest level of the city, doseto its south border. The stone below
uswas rain-scoured and even, but at the flood mark on the other side the camps and houses began,
nudging dose against the water-made “road.”

Thefirgt, farthest out, and poorest building of Bologhini took me by such surprisethat | reined up and
stared. It was a suspension building, like certain suspension bridges. It was atent of boards, stucco, and



rope. Outside the square perim-eter of itswalls stood arank of timber pegs, and wall and pegswere
connected by heavy, tarred ropes that entered holes like dovecot doors at the level of theraftersand, |
assumed, held the walls upright. | wondered what damage a good plague of rats could do to such a
house.

The next thing | noted along our way. was a cluster of domes all connected, rather like the ice lodges of
the Sekret hunters, but of plaster, and in various shades of pink. The duster was surrounded by aborder
of colored gravel, in the same way that a house of Sordaling would be surrounded by a border of annual
flowers. The very next thing was atroop of Rezhmian soldiery. —

One moment the way was dear save for afew children and alop-eared black kid. The next we were
swirled among dozens of horse militia, each man wearing hislittle cap with big sun visor, each visor
stamped with the Sigil of the sanaur. Reduced to this size and replicated in such number, the Sign of the
book, the sun, and the mountain becomes no more than afroth of gold threads: what we at the Sordaling
School were wont to cdl ‘—"yellow birdshit.”

| felt no desire at that moment to insult the sanaur’ ssigil My Daffodil, gold himself, attempted to meet
the random charge broadside, and for amoment it seemed we would go down, bringing afew of the
unorganized soldierswith us. As | hauled his head ked-on into the flow, Arlin’s mare came bressting this
current to reach my side.

“Zhurrie. These are not soldiers,” Arlin shouted in Al-lec. “Not redl soldiers. They’ reraw recruits. From
apress-gang, perhaps.” At this point we were separated by asmall horse ridden badly by alarge young
man who called polite excusesin very good Rezhmian before he was pushed through by the mass behind
him.

In another few minutes it was over, leaving us clattering over an empty roadway, amost back to the
place where we had come out of the hills. It took another while to find the—magician, who had lost his
pack pony in the melee and had to chargeinto it again to regain his animd. We caught up in timeto see
him accomplish this; he was Naiish and cut the pony out of the horse troop as he might have cut one cow
from his own herd. When he retired with his prize he fill held in one hand the eagle kite, taut and

undamaged.
“Thecity ispreparing for war,” he said and he pointed the eagle at me. “Explain.”
| had to smile. “Me, explain? It'syou who explain every-thing: the grasdand, the earthquake, therain ...”

Hedidn't moveand | couldn’t pass. “Y ou summoned the earthquake. And therain. Did you summon
this?’

Arlin gtretched and cracked her back with the show of feline lazinessthat | know means sheis roused
about some-thing. “This,” she said (meaning the soldiers, the city, or something else known only to her),
“summoned Nazhuret.”

Under these gray skies| could not continue to wear day over my face, and | felt that my shining pink
cheeks were conspicuous. We withdrew from the flood-road and became one more of the poor camps
that filled the yards of South Bologhini. It was necessary, thistime, to buy dried dung for afire. The
magician separated from Arlin’ smedicind teacertain of the bark, mashing it in his pestle and brewing a
concoction that was vilely black but smelled light and spicy. | asked Arlin to show me her tongue and
was thus assured that the Naiish skin dye was permanent. She held my dowhee before mewhile |

painted my face with afine brush the magician was carry-ing. | remember it was stamped with the sedl of
the city of Grobebh. | remember the reflective blade gave back to me amost peculiar image: adoll witha
wood-brown face and pale linen hair, with blue eyes as unnaturd as diazmonds on acow. When |
replaced the concealing head-scarf; however, the effect was unreal in amore ominousway. | wasglad |



did not haveto look at myself. | did my left hand and the Naiish did my right.

We pressed through the crowds of Bologhini al that morning, and by noon we werein a section of the
city that possessed such amenities asinns and stables. Theinnsdid us no good asfar as accommodations
went—being filled three to a bed with soldiers and their attendants—and the stables scarcely more. We
were at last able to find one establishment, that alowed usto turn out our beastsin a paddock filled with
goats, and the horses sood therein the gusts of rain with their companions nibbling their manes and tails.

Though the beds of Bologhini werefull, there were plenty of glassesto go around. We squeezed into a
tavern surrounded by small trees, in buckets (all that grows on this mountain of stone must grow ina
bucket), and steamed our wool against the tiles of the stove.

| chose this establishment, for whilel am no great drinker | have a certain gppreciation of taverns, that
have been my occupation from timeto time It was adome building, which in Bologhini wasto .say that it
was more than respectable. Itsinner bowl aso pleased me, being whitewashed and trimmed in colors of
salmon and sedl brown. Seven feet from the ground hung acircle of small brass bells, too high to be hung
for themusica ddight of the patrons, but even as| lowered mysdf to the hearthstonesthe bellsrang all
together and the great stove itself made anoise of discomfort and my heart raced and | swesated.

The tremor |eft the crowd silent for amoment, and then they broke out into laughter as one man. There
was even a scattering of claps and foot-stomping.

Arlin and the magician had frozen in tableau, with legs bent and arms out for balance, and only after the
clapping subsided did they seat themselves. 1 suppose,” said Arlin evenly, “that if earthquakes are the
specidty of your town, you must take notice of them.”

“| take the most conscientious notice,” | answered and the Naiish only grunted.

About that medl in the tavern filled with soldiers | can remember most clearly the poppy-seed padtries. |
have an addiction to pastries, especidly poppy-seed pastries, and these had a clear casing of honey and
egg whitesthat raised them above the leve of the ordinary. The crumbs scattered inthe air asthellittle
bellsjangled, responding to every shift of the earth and, to the passage of heavy vehicles.

(I am returned from ten minutes' journey of the spirit, my old friend. The pastries proved more potent
than many another memory of red importance. After reflection, | cometo think that my worship of these
sweet cakes springs from the fact that they are of ordinary materid, like mysdlf, that hashad alot of time
invested in it. Pastries presume akitchen somewhere, with a heavy stove, and atable ghostly with white
flour and awoman with aroller leaning over it, rolling the dough till thinner. Perhgps sheis

singing. .

Thereisno real reason she ought to be singing. Thereisnothing in thelittle, crisp, folded shape of a
pastry to imply that it was awoman at al that made it. Inn cooks are as often male asfemae. But
|—who have so0 often in my life been where there is no roof, no stove, no woman, and certainly no
song-1 hold the pastry in my hand and fal half adeep in the warmth and the sound of her voice.)

There must have been peoplein Bologhini before the military call-up, but one got the fedling that
everyonein that tavern and everyone on the street outside was on military business. We sat againgt the
stove like three sones dong ariverbed, listening to discussion of troop sizes, bad food, uniform
alotments, competition among the career colonels and the land colonels, pay, press-gangs, bad food, the
short-age and poor quality of horses, the shame of unqudified officersrising from the ranks, the shame of
unqualified of-ficers coming in from outside the ranks, the bribery of non-coms, the shortage of decent
blades, the unreliability of any harquebus, and bad food.

Thetwo things never mentioned in al thistintinnabu-lation wer e the purpose of the call-up and the name



of theenemy.

It was this more than the swelling masses of young men and the prevadence of Rezhmian sdlmon and gold
that con-vinced me thismilitary phenomenon wasredl, and not merdly an artifact of the mountain’'s
bottleneck and of the season. | spent fifteen years at the school in Sordaling, weathering four separate
war scares, and | remember most poignantly that the closer we came to fighting, the stronger became the
un-written prohibition againgt discussing the enemy, even to the mention of his name. Had any cadet
cursed, insulted, or even joked about the Rezhmians,, we would have stared at him. He would thereby
have declared himsdlf an outsider, aci-vilian, not aboy in the know at al.

We wandered from this pleasant tavern to another less appedling, and from there to an open yard with
stone benches that was aflutter with brilliant ancestor-flags and pools of weter: the Bologhini equivaent of
agarden. There Arlin chose a sun-dried bench, glared right and left, and sank down upon it with doglike
territoriaity. Her sneezes had become coughs according to the normal pattern of a catarrh. After aminute
of gtting dumped and weary, she drew her feet out of her black boots and folded them under her, pulled
the woolen shawl over her head, and retired from us.

| saw the magician glancing covertly at her face under the shawl. “What is he doing?’ the man whispered
to me. Thiswasnot (I think) the first time he had observed Arlin or my-sdlf hi thisactivity, or thislack of
activity. He seemed neither disquieted nor impressed, but merdly interested to know.

| had to reply that | could not tell him. “Not to say | don’t want to tell you, magician, but that | don’t have
any way to. Heisgtting ill, with discipline, and letting therest go ... empty.”

The magician smiled, tightened his mouth, and then smiled again. “My ridersdon’t need this. They are
empty often enough dready.”

* % %

That evening the Sky was clear, brilliant, and very cold. Asit would be very difficult and expengveto
keep afire going, we delayed making our night camp aslong as we could keep awake, and spent hours
tavern-hopping, drink-ing hot ale, and listening to the news. The most interesting piece of information or
misinformation was that Minsanaur Reingish himsdf was going to make a surprise ingpection of the.
Bologhini cal-up. He of the dedicated knife, of dangerous repute. My own cousin. | wondered if | should
seehim.

Other gtories running through the city that night were that “they,” which | presume meant the Vel onyans,
had filled Morquenie Harbor with Felonkan mercenary boats, and that these “devil’ sdarning needles’ (as
they are called) were about to move south aong the Old Seaand attack Rezhmia' s capital through the
mountain channd.

| knew this was so much horseshit, because the king could not have made a productive dliance with the
natives of Felonkasince | left Norwess. No one had ever succeeded in making a productive aliance with
the Felonkatribes, in any amount of time. Furthermore, sending these consum-mate sailorsover a
mountain passto assail the most populous city in the northern world was athreat equivaent to that of
sending aschool of whalesto besegethe city.

The rumor wasidiocy, but it had the power to chill me, for it was the sort of rumor that accompanies
imminent war, or the early days of war itself, and we huddled on abench provided outside the poorest
tavern we had struck yet, and | wondered how all this had come to pass without my know-ing of it.

| felt cheated; | should have had months or years of ascending worry and decision before being
confronted with such athing asamagor war. Though | have fought often and in deadly earnest dl my life,
though | have been in two battles and been blown up once, | am of the generation that has never known



war with ftezhinia

For Veonyans, dmost no other war iswar. No other enemy has such a power to terrify us, and. |, of
course, am my own battleground of just thiswar.

The night was cold, and | listened to Arlin’ sincreasing cough, which sounded as dry asripping paper and
seemed to cause her pain. Wq had spread our blankets under agrainery wall that by the quality of its
salmon-pink paint seemed to indicate it was not used too heavily as,aurind. | had strongly considered
attempting to buy out some patron’s hotel room, having still dmost every, penny that you, my teacher, left
with us, but it was more likely that space was going by shares of abed, and it was too risky to subject
Arlinto that. Besdes: wasn't thistumult in the city amilitary cal-up? 1 knew what happened to friendless
poor men during amilitary call-up. It would be too ironic to be flung back against my home country asa
member of an impressed company of Rezhmian infantry.

What | could do | did; | wrapped my arms and my blankets around Arlin, regardless of the presence of
the Naiish magician afew yards away. She was cold in hand and foot, and swesaty-hot in the face. She

shivered occasondly, and | could fed the stiffnessin arms and thighs that means the body cannot keep

its hegt.

After | moved my blanket, | heard the magician laugh: a me, | knew. Theimpression | received then was
not that he laughed at my action, but at the fact it had taken me so long to decide upon it. Arlin aso heard
thelaugh, and | could fed awave of hogtility sweep over her, as though she had turned to stone.

After some hours ofdeep, the discomfort ofour Situation outweighed my fatigue and | sat up. | heard the
magician scrabbling through his baggage, and got up to st with him.

Arlindid not move, and | left her both blankets. There was no moon.
“I have not seen you shave,” the magician said, much to my surprise.

What did hethink, that we were apair of assorted cas-trati, Arlin and I, marching back to theland where
our kind were common? Somewhat defensively | told him that it was my usua practice to begin the day
(or at least every few days) with ashave. When not pelting across enemy grassands, enduring flood,
earthquake, or dtitude, | shaved regularly.

“But what | am saying isthat you do not show it, Na-zhuret. Most snowmen are as hairy as ponies, in a
very dirty fashion, around the mouth. Y ou have little hair, like aNaiish rider, and that is very vauable,
right now. It will mekethingseaser for us”

| had thought dyeing my face had been enough to creete me aworthy Rezhmian. 1t was my belief! |ooked
much closer to anative than did Arlin, a any rate, with her height and high-bridged nose. | suggested to
the man that if he did not want to endanger himself with us he could return to his grass, his cattle, and his
riders.

| heard the magician shake hishead, and | heard arus-tling. “No,” he said, “I’m not about to do that.
Autumn iscoming on. It will bewinter soon, and | would rather be somewheredse. Anywhereese”

| could not think of anything to say to this statement, coming from arecognized spiritud leader asit did,
but the magician heard my silence. “Y ou think that | am abandoning them. Abandoning them inwhat, |
ask you?’

| shrugged, for dawn was dmaost upon us and he might be able to seethat much. “In the winter. In
disease. In the hardest time of the year.”

He laughed and rustled again. “In the winter the grass-lands are death for old people. No oneisforced to



stay among the tribe dl the time. We are not amilitary, like these poor brutes up here. And asfor
disease, there are sx women who know as much of themedicine as| do. | tell you, Nazhuret, that there
are twice the number of Naiish on the grassin summer asin winter, and even more during our beautiful

soringtime.”
Now it was my turn to laugh. “ So you live your lives of raid and plunder a your comfort and at your
conve-nience?’

He leaned away from the wall toward me and replied, “ Of course we do. Why not? It is not ourselves
we desireto destroy.”

There was something odd in the shape of the black out-line against the salmon-colored wall. The
magician’s head wastoo large. There was a so something odd about his voice. For amoment the
dissonance between what | saw and heard and what | expected to see and hear was so intense asto
cause nausea, and then | was able to make sense of both. | said, “Y ou are wearing awinged headdress.
And askirt. Y ou are masguerading as awoman!”

“It took you long enough to notice.” The old magician scooted forward into better light. For five seconds
| stared, able only to see hismale face framed by the tiff cloth folds of the Naiish woman' s coif; and then
my mind let go of its habits and let my eyes see what was there: a perfectly ac-ceptable old woman of the
nomads. She was not beautiful, but neither was she atravesty.

“What | have done, you must aso do, for our protec-tion,” said the magician, and if hisface wasthe
same, hisvoice wasthat of astranger. “ That iswhy | was glad you are not hairy.”

| had no idea how the man thought he could disguise mews female, for my shouldersare widefor my
szeand my amsnot spindling a al. | would not have thought he could do it for himsdlf, though. | asked
himif he had carried an entire female equipage over the plains on the chance he might have to escape a
military draft, and he answered, “ Of course not, Nazhuret. | carry it dways, for thetimesaspiritisin me
to beawoman.” | was till trying to encompass that statement when the magician added, “Now you can
ask mewhat it islike, to be awoman of the Naiish, and now ,I cantell you.”

But | couldn’t. | couldn’t spesk at al.

When Arlin woke, she fixed her gaze on the magician for agood five seconds, closed her eyesagain, and
seemed to be trying to return to deep by act of will. | wasweeping at that moment, because the magician
had me pulling out the straw-colored stubble of my face with stedl tweezers. Be-fore thisday, | had had
no ideahow full of feeling wasthe upper lip.

Perhapsto give mysdf arespite, | said to her, “ Press-gangs are sweeping the city. Our friend had the
ideawe are to dress as women and escape their notice.”

The Naiish magician shook hisfinger intheair. “No, no, my chicks, | did not say to dress like awoman.
That would never fool them. Y ou must be women.”

Arlinlooked from him to me and saw what it was | was doing. My face must have looked asraw as
meat. | saw her color rise and her jaw come forward. She began to shake her head. “No. No, | won't.
Forget it. Not me.” Her head till went from sideto side, like abeleaguered bull showing his hornsto one
dog after another.

“He has sirong fedlings on the matter,” | said to the magician. He put one finger over hislipsand looked
regretful. “Then what are we to do? Hang on his coat when they nab him, wailing that heis our sole
support and we will starve without him? With those bruisers, it will only cheer them up!”

| haveto admit | had difficulty understanding Arlin’ s attitude, too. She could scarcely il be afraid the



magician would assault us at the discovery of her sex, especidly now hewasin askirt himself Asfor the
disadvantage women suffer from predacious strangers—well, womanhood had suddenly become the
greatest protection available againgt the present danger.

Arlin’s“manhood,” however, or to be more accurate, her “rasca-hood,” was alifetime swork of art,
and she was no more agpt to drop this personain the middle of the businessthan isagood actor.

In fact, there are only two human beings before which Arlin moves easly from maleto femae, and these
exceptions were won with labor. She had no intention of showing her female nature in the Fortress City
of Rezhmia, and she was not going to dilute her act now.

My own garb was bought by the Naiish, using our Ve-lonyan money. It was the bright but luckily
shapdess dress of the women of the Sekret wasteland, made of strips of pressed anima hair, in more
colorsthan hasagood sunrise. | knew an uneducated form of that language, in case my authenticity was
chalenged. It isatongue closely dlied to old Vesting; afact unpaatable to those proud Ve onyanswho
call the Sekret people “ den-diggers’ and “the bear-folk.”

Another observation | made was that the old Naiish, of a people known as the world’ s best murderers
and thieves, returned me a penny-by-penny account of the expense. It waslessthan | had expected, for
the old man was a bargainer far beyond my own powers.

| sought my reflection once morein my dowhee. My felt cap was, sky blue. (Asthe magician said: to
match my eyes. If | were a Sekret woman, he assured, me, | would care about such things.) The earflaps
of the cap had tin dangles with bells a the ends of them, for the women of the Far North wear earrings
on their headgear, instead of in their flesh. My dress was enormous; perhaps | was supposed to be
increasing. | did not ook pretty, but, | did look like ayoung woman. A young woman who was dearly
Nazhuret.

| felt acold hel plessness, aswhen | had met my own image, in the rain, on the mountain. It was the sort
of fedling one has when some incident recals a dream that had previ-oudy been forgotten, or when a
word disappears from the mind as one opensthe mouth to say it. Thisfedling isbad. It contains dread,
and aso panic, asthough the strange face, the missing word, the half-remembered dream were the
be-ginning of one sfina forgetting.

There we were, two men dressed as women and one woman dressed as aman. We sat on deplorable
horses, or at least horses Arlin would once have called deplorable, two of uswith our skirts hitched up
and our unappedling calves and ankles bare to the world. To the world and hiswife, | might have better
sad, for we did receive agood hit of public attention from the natives of Bologhini,” in addition to from
the soldierswho swarmed al over the town. Considering the habits of soldiers, itisaswell wasan ugly
woman, and that the Naiish magician was an old one. Considering the habits of “recruiting parties,” it was
much the better we were women.

Leaving Bologhini was different from entering it it took longer and was without dramaof any kind. The
road south and east drew the city out asastring will draw honey from solution, and we spent the best
part of the day milling dowly among other travelers on the road, both military and civilian, and pressed
between houses. It was time for supper before we could say certainly that Bologhini was behind us, but
that observation was followed within afew minutes by the dis-appearance of the rock wallsto our |&ft.

It was Rezhmiawe were looking at: acountry haf green and half gold. Below the road began orchards,
vineyards, grainfieldsin their end-of-summer stubble, pasture for the large speckled cows of which the
Rezhmians are as proud as the Naiish are of their horses, and houses, barns, and enclo-sures a every
crossroad. Nowhere was there any waste, no-where any wildness.

| had seen drawings of the southeast countryside, and even afew paintings, but | had assumed that each



artist had chosen dl the notabl e features of the area and concentrated them as maple sap is concentrated
over afire back home. Thus my cynicism was my own naiveté, for now | found Rezhmiaredly did look
likethat. At least from the mountain pass east of Morquenie, it did.

That night we were able to withdraw from the stony road into a dell where the mountains boneswere
wdll pad-ded, and there was enough summer-baked brushwood for any size of fire. Even abovethe level
of the countryside, the old magician swore he could smell fallen grapes. | mysdlf thought | detected an
odor of the sea. Arlin used akerchief and ogtentatioudy did not talk about smelling.

That evening | sprawled on the grass and, watched the shadows of the mountains dose eastward like the
jaw of atrap. Though | remember thisdireimage, | cannot say | wasin dread of the land before me; it
appeared S0 pretty, so prodiga, so very feminineinitslineamentsthat | could only wonder that a part of
me had its origin in such a place. My own youth was so bleak and empty of beauty, | do not know how |
lived throughiit, if | were born of this.

It had been only two days since | had met mysdlf in, the mountains, in the rain, during an earthquake,
riding ahorse that |eft no hoofprints | could see. Was that apparition the shape of what | would have
been had my father stayed with hiswife's people, or if | had had some other father entirely? In my brief,
impossible meeting of the eyes, | saw nothing but the shock my own face must have, shown.

| was almost adleep when the memory returned to me of that vicious springtime just passed, ending in our
trudge to Norwess, and the ghost child that had haunted me there.

Again ahome| could not remember but that perhaps re-membered me.

Even through the night, we heard troops moving above on the road, massing for war. Both my ghosts
were awake in me, the big blond one and the dight dark one, aong with the forms of brutes and angels:
al me. | sat up in the shelter of two rocks and spent dl the moonlight in the belly of the wolf

| did not rdate these internal visonsto either of my traveling companions. | inflict them only on you,
Powl. They are your sort of conversation.

Thelonely rockiness was gone; plantings and settlements danted down &t either hand and the military
atmosphere we encountered in Bologhini was cut by the even more disci-plined actions of harvest.

Arlin, the magician, and | rode toward Rezhmia Fortress with the year’ s grapes. These overflowed
wagons and wains and spilled from the huge panniers of small donkeys, and over each caravan hung a
cloud of flies, hornets, drunken bees (yellow, not black like our northern bees), and sharp odors. By the
sde of theroad sat menin small booths or under umbrdlas, sdlling fresh grapejuice or that pulpy,
beer-like stuff they make from broken grapes and age dl of five days.

| liked the fresh juice better, but Arlin said she could not taste the fresh juice, whereas the fermented stuff
at least gave atingleto her tongue. The magician made no clamsfor the taste, but he drank the
fermented stuff for what it did.

Wedept inaninn, ether that first night or one soon after. It was no different from the Y ellow Coach,
where | had worked, except that here the Rezhmian accent was purer. | cannot even say that there were
fewer blond heads adong the bar that evening than there would have been in the ter-ritories. My own
coloring, which had becomerarer the far—

ther we traveled from Norwess, and disappeared utterly amid the heights of Bologhini, had retrenched in
Rezhmiaitsdf.

It was not just amatter of dandelion-fluff hair on Rezh-mian faces, but an entire set of men might have
passed at Sordaling (of course, | had passed at. Sordding) and women who might have passed



anywhere. Theselast were crowded at the bar with cupsin their hands, shouting good Rayzhiainto each
other’ searslike so many Rezbmian princesses.

In the middle of the afternoon | had taken the temper-ature, of my surroundings and, having seen no
press-gangs nor recruiters for many miles, changed from my lady’ s dra-peries back to men’sordinaries. |
had done so0 because the stark reversal of our small procession seemed too much a chalenge upon fate,
and because you failed to teach me how to maneuver a skirt. Now, wanting drinks for my compan-ions
and mysdf, | fdt | had erred. In woman’ s clothes it would have been permissible to shove and shoulder
my way through to the bartender. |, at least, would have permitted mysdlf to shove. Asit was, | could
only quarter territory three feet from the bar and wait for someone to offer me an opening. | pressed
through as soon as | could, dmost losing my headkerchief, which isasocid error in Rezlamian egting
places. (Perhaps they have an outsized abhorrence of hair in their food, or perhapsthisis only more of
the human ten-dency to fence about pleasure with rules.)

When | got my belly to the bar, | wasin avery bad mood, and my call to the bartender sounded sharper
than | had intended. Thereason | addressed. him in the familiar, however, was merely that | had worked
abar so often and | smply forgot | didn’t know the man. Putting asde al excuse, | admit | sounded
autocratic and that | made no at-tempt to adjust my accent’to the local patois, but spoke as you taught
me, SX years, before.

There was not immediate silence after my order; that took two or three secondsto risetidaly dong the
chatterers at the bar and another five seconds to spread throughout the room.

The bartender, who was aman of fair complexion and some size, turned from another customer to me
and stared and stared. So did the drinkers with their elbows on the tin of the counter. The room full of
people began to rise, with ascraping of benchel.

| heard aroaring in my ears, my heart raced and | felt sweat cooling on the skin of my face, but whether
there had been another tremor or whether | merely recognized a bad situation | do not know. With an
attempt a nonchaance | asked the bartender if | had said something out of the ordi-nary.

His ahnost-V e onyan face darkened. “No, lord,” he said, standing before me with hands folded over his
belly. “What can | do to please you, old lord?’

All around me were eyes. Never had | been so much the public cynosure, and | did not likeit abit. | had
not removed my pack in shoving up to the bar, and | had room to draw out the dowhee, but how could |
hack my way dear in aroom asfull of flesh asawell isfull of water?| glanced from the bar to the rafters
to seeif | could swing dear back to Arlin’ stable, but that would be aflight worthy of one of the
magician’ sown planseagles.

| pointed to my stained and ragged tunic. “Do you see an old lord here, good bartender? An old lord in
rags?’ | asked, and looked at him as comically askance as| knew how. There was a sprinkling of
laughter in the room, but it was dl nervous laughter.

He clenched his hands together more fiercely and blinked at.flie. “Oh no!” he said.
“My old lord,” he added.

The man was not doubly blind; he did not see in me both anoble and an ancient. The common people of
Rezhmiahave a habit of referring to the house in the person of the man, and therefore even aninfant of a
house of ancient power might bean “old lord.”

The sanaur was my granduncle, but that did not mean | looked like him. I had seen enough likenesses of
the man to know we only resembled each other in the way of common humanity. The minsanaur | had



also seen in etchings, and though horseback portraya confuses an image, he certainly seemed ahead
taler than 1. Of the rest of the swarming nobility of Rezlunial had never concerned myself. | did not
know who the barman had mistaken me for, and could not judge whether the greater danger lay in
ignoring the mistake or confuting it.

| dapped money down upon the bar. It was Velonyan money, but my years on the border had taught me
that no one carestoo much what portrait sampsthe silver, if itisslver. | asked for hot winefor three,
as, politely as |1 knew how, and directed it be brought to me at the table end where Arlin, the magician,
and | weresitting.

Perhaps | was wrong about the Ve onyan coinage, for the barman was very reluctant to touch it. “Oh no,
old ... You musts not pay, my ,” he said, and the ellipsesin his phrases were wide enough to lose ahorse
in. Meanwhile, the staring circle around us had withdrawn to a respectful dis-tance, but by the same
token it now contained more eyes. | was more than daunted, | was defeated, and | went back to my
bench without another word, my eyes on the floor.

My Naiish magician had cataracts, but he was not blind. By the expression on his old woman’ sface, he
found the situation very enjoyable. “They know you for someone,” he said, prodding mein theribs
jovidly.

“Then they know more than Nazhuret himseK” Arlin answered for me. She put her handkerchief to her
swollen nose for emphasis. “Heis determined to be no oneat dll.

“But then ...”—her gaze upon the man went from vague to pointed—"... we don’t know who you are
ether.”

The magician shook hishead until his starched headdress rattled, and hisbelly also shook with laughter
indde hisskirts. “ That istrue, rider. Names, for us, would lead to misun-derstanding.”

Hehad caled Arlin “rider.” To aNaiish, no outsder meritsthet title. What exchange of names could
have been more important than that? For agood five seconds | forgot my own confusions, until a pitcher
of hot wine arrived, smell-ing of spices and brandy, and surrounded by three tumblers of chased silver.

| had ordered wine, yes. Rezhmian beer is not as good as that of home. | had not thought it necessary to
dtipulate that the vintage of the wine be ordinary or the presentation smple.

Arlin wasthefirst to dare the offering, perhaps because she had been raised as daughter of abaron, or
because her cold made her want the drink more. She took along sip, sniffled, and announced what my
nose had told me before.

“Thisstuff ishaf brandy. And very good.”

The dinner that followed the wine was of aqudity Arlin and | had not enjoyed since our last visit to the
capita: the capitd of Velonya, that is. | remember five different sorts of mests, each wrapped in tissue
dough and drizzled with honey, and a sort of fish stew flavored lightly with lime. Neither Arlin nor | did it
justice, being more wary than hungry, but the magician maintained honor for usall.

After dining not leisurdly but long, we rose from the table and |ft the inn, looking neither left nor right. At
least | didn’t look. Among my various regrets wasthis. that over-whelming service requires payment, and
it was necessary for meto leave alarge portion of our travel slver on the table behind us. | suppose |
could have stiffed the house and dared them to ask usfor payment, but things were dready very tenuous
for me aswell asfor the man dressed as awoman, and for the woman dressed as a man.

And aso, | have worked taverns.



We dept outdoors that night, when my body had been primed for a mattress. (In such manner does one
pay for notoriety.) | believe that night was the most;lively for Arlin and me since we started traveling with
the Naiish magician, for we were rested, well fed, and travel-hardened, and she had recovered largely
from her cold. The sweetness of the Rezhmian countryside inflamed us both, and | don’t know whét the
old magician made of it dl.

| remember therewas abird snging al that night, aseries of liquid trillsinterspersed with bell sounds. His
song was too complex for me to memorize, and besides | was distracted.

How can one discover anight-singing bird? He is only heard from windows, or under blankets on the
cold ground: agift to us out of the unknown. Aswas that night.

The morning was dear and very fine. We started late, giving the horses a chance to feed on the good
grassthat now lined the road. In the midst of the greenery and the smells of harvest, | could not keep my
mind upon my task—my shapelesstask. At midday, however, we passed agroup of cavary, led by a
grizzled and scarred lieutenant, and though there were no faces | remembered from our tavern mystery,
these troops reacted to the sight of us—of me, rather—in the same manner. To aman, they bowed over
their horses' heads. Unfortunately, they were traveling in the same direction as we were, so there was no
quick way to |leave them behind. We trotted on and they trotted on, becoming ‘asort of ter-rifying honor
guard for our ponies. | considered stopping to replenish my face stain, but | feared thet if we wereto
stop, so would the entire troop of them, and | feared that as one fears challenging a dream that may turn
red.

In the middle of the afternoon we passed through what seemed areasonably sized city, not after the
Bologhinian pattern but much like any city in Velonya. We were forced to rest and water our mounts
here, and took some dinner oursalves. To my ddight the Rezhmian troops did not stop at our hedls, but
rode on past us, only pausing to stedl glances asthey went by. We found an inn and things began well,
but hafway through our meal | sarted to hear whispers, and Arlin’ swine cup wasfilled threetimes -
before she noticed it had begun to empty. Looking around the place, | noticed a man in cavary boots
and tunic, seated at atable alone at the other sde of the room. Thisaarmed me, for soldierson
maneuvers do not eat or drink aone. Asarule, soldiers do not do anything aone. | ate my bread and
drank my beer with the best composure possible, but | let the Naiish, with his unmistakable accent, do al
thetalking. That afternoon, as we took to the road again, we found our honor guard waiting in two files at
the grassy berm. They let us proceed then.

The town we had encountered did not fade away as it had begun, but continued in aseries of interlocked
neigh-borhoods that paralleled the road. Soon the smell of the seawas clear, though no view wasto be
seen, and | wondered aoud whether we were actualy in the outskirts of Rezhmia's capital.

Arlin, feding much better today, took a breath of the sdline air and looked around her. “ The difficulty is”
she answered, “that the capitd is called Fortress of Rezhmia, and we have seen no sign of such athing.
Begdes, | have seen paintings.”

The old magician squeezed his pony up to us. He was till demurein his skirts and headdress. “Thisisthe
Fortress City. It is not the City Fortressyet, but it isthe City. We are there. Didn’t you know?’

* * %

We rode through the city outskirts al that afternoon, and there was nothing in the architecture to inform
uswe werein aforeign country. The inhabitants were dressed in lighter, looser garb, certainly, but that
could be explained by the sweetness of the climate. They appeared, in no way more exotic than the
territories people, unless one caled, the men’'s headscarves exatic. Late that afternoon we found
oursalvesin aneighborhood where even those differencesfailed.



| remember rounding a corner occupied by ashop selling small leather goods and hearing the voice of a
boy cdlling to another boy in VVelonyan. It was not perfect Ve onyan, but the imperfections were those of
any young boy. Another child answered, and then both ran across the road in front of our horses, in the
careless manner of boys. One wasfair-haired, one was brown. They were dressed like any boy of
Sordding City.

Because wastired, and because | wasfar from, home, thisanomaly hit me very hard. | thought for a
moment | would dip over my horse' s neck and lie on the road with my hands over my eyes. Arlin’ sgasp
of disbelief did more to strengthen me than would any words of comfort. The boyswere Veonyan, and
inthe heart of Rezhmian territory.

The old magician trotted up. “Well, what do you want? We have entered the City aong the snowmen's
quarter. Would you expect to hear Felonk?’ As he spoke, agirl some-what older than either boy chased
the two across the road, explaining to her brother al the waysin which he was erring, and what Mother
was, going to do about it. Our horses started forward again, and around this corner we came upon a
com-mercid street with many gdlows signs, each written in Ve-lonyan, Rezhmian, and picture-language.

The magician gained agreat deal ofamusement watching our astonished faces. | tried to explain. “To
comesofar,” | began, “... and to find things becoming more different every day, and to reach the heart of
difference and find it just likehome...” Asl spoke, | redized that what | was now saying wasdl | had
learned of life. And of death. | could only shake my head, which amused him further.

“Y ou are not the usua ideaof agreat spirit,” he said. The word he used for spirit was the one that among
the Naiish is used to describe ghosts, great storms and messengers of the gods. | made a crude noise. “I
never said | was such athing!”

Hisgrin grew naughtier. “You didn't say you were, and | don't say you are not!” He squeezed his pony
between ours and led us through the Ve onyan quarter.

“Thisisnot thefirst time | have been in the City, of course” said the magician. By now we had |eft the
Veonyan quarter, but we had not |eft al the blond people behind. In this heart of the East, | found heads
on amogt every street wearing as bright ayellow as my own. Of course we could only see thewomen's
hair, and Arlin whispered to me that much of it looked as though it had been bleached in the wash with
thelinen.

We had taken the chance of stopping indoorsfor the night. There was nowhere to camp anyway, and in
Rezhmia City we had seen very few press-gangs. “ Stopping indoors’ seems awicked insult for the hostel
in which we were abiding, however. So fine was the service that we were able to toss al our
desert-abused clothing out into the hdl, and it was returned to us after afew hours, sweet-smelling and
with the wrinkles pressed out. It was now obviousthat every stitch of clothing the Naiish had
worn—each-mal odorous rag—was made of fine silk.

Mysdlf; | had reclined so long in the scented water of the bath (aclever device with afauceted tep and a
charcod furnace below the copper, keeping the water constantly warm) that | felt | had dipped out of a
skin of dirt and callus as a snake might, and when | rose up | expected to see ahollow shedll of myself
hanging limp in the water.

The Naiish magician had bathed first, and | was dightly surprised, not knowing that the plague of the
plains engaged in watery amusements like bathing. Perhaps the magician indulged for the novelty of
soaking in ashining copper tub, or perhaps histraveling life had made him cosmopolitan, but he emerged
looking a much younger person and lesslike aRed Whip rider.

The cogt of this establishment worried me, but we had a good amount of your silver left, and tomorrow
we would reach our god. If the sanaur killed us or threw usinto adungeon, we would have no more use



for the coins.

Now my bath had been drained through a pluggabk hole as clever asthe rest of its design, the tub had
been scrubbed by ahostel servant, and it wasrefilled for Arlin, who was spending even moretime than |
at shedding her skin. When she was done we would order adinner, and | had great hopes of that, but for
now | was spread out on amess of cushions, limp as aweed on the beach, listening to the magician.

“Itisnot even thefirg time | have been in the City in the company of asnowman,” he added. “Though it
has been many years.

“That fellow ...”—the magician showed areminiscent smile—"... had agreat ded of balls” (And herel
must in-terject that in many Rezhmian didects, the word for testicles and the word for courage have been
confused. They will even spesk of amother cat having bals when she throws hersdf at amedtiff in
defense of her kits.)

“Because it was not long after the crazy war you made, when the old sanaur turned you back and |eft the
Naiish to butcher you in the plains a our convenience ...” The ma-gician’ s smile grew even sweeter. “ So
you know what kind of risk the man was running. He picked up Rayzhiawith ababy’ s ease and had
better profanity than I, who have studied dl my life. We were thieves together.”

He raised one of his half-moon eyebrows and hiseyes glinted a me. “Y ou must tell no one this—that |
wasathief Among my peopleit would never be forgiven.”

| was slenced in astonishment by this; one more evidencethat | did not yet understand thisman or his
culture. Before | could think of aproper response, Arlin emerged, clean and glossy, from the bath, and
supper took al our serious con-centration.

The next morning was magnificent, clear and breezy, with the birds twittering on every branch asthough it
were spring and the horses as high as kites, whinnying and skit-tering over the road in amanner that
makes only Arlin happy.

After worrying the matter from Norwessto here,. | had determined to use no subterfuge in my attempt to
Speek to the sanaur, or inthe interview | hoped to gain. | might have equaly well made thisdecisonin
the beginning, since | am hopeless at subterfuge, but worrying must have been nec-essary to me.

Now | was through with worry. This morning we would reach the fortressitsaf, Rezhmia sfamed citaddl
of red stone.

Perhaps the sanaur would not be at home. Perhaps he would not be receiving beggars. Perhapsthe
world would fal down, but the autumn morning was very bright.

Here the streets were narrower and the buildings taller. Our misbehaving horses stood and swesated as
the way was blocked by a misbehaving donkey. The magician led us down a till-narrower street where
no sunlight reached, except for a splash that squeezed between rooftops and landed on one of the usua
hanging Sgns, giving it unusud brilliance.

| remember it. The picture was of aman on ahorse, holding (with difficulty, | imagine) aviol in one hand
and asword in the other. The sign was old, and what must have been roya purplein the man’s garb had
faded beyond color, and the rich brown of both his moustache and his horse had gone entirely yellow.
The name, in huge black letters, quite unfaded, reed NAZHURET, and, under it for the sake of foreign
vigtors, in smdler letters, ICING OF THE DEAD.

| sat under that Sign for avery long time with no fedling and very little sense, save for asmal bwing inmy
ears. It was only through the coldness of the wind againgt my facethat | perceived that | was weeping. |
was cold dl over, despite the balmy wesather, and at last the sounds of hooves scuffling at some distance



distracted me from my trance, and | twisted on my horseto find Arlin’s mare lodged sdewaysin the
dtreet and her, with dowhee glittering in her hand, holding back by threet the progress of six Rezhmian
cavdry.

The pictureisill freshin my mind: Arlinin black on ablack horsein the shadows, the whole cut only by
thewhite of her face and the nickd of the bridlework and the light of her blade. Even the worn patches of
her deeves and e bows shone with more an effect of dread than of comedy. It isthe peculiar, origina
gdlantry of my lady that shewould risk her lifeto alow meroomto cry in public. Y ou taught her much
about life and death, Powl, but you never succeeded in giving her common sense.

| swung my yellow horse around with al speed and let her know she might release the flood, and Arlin
pressed her horse sideways out of the center of the street, weapons still at ready. When she reached the
brick wall of the nearest shop, she bowed to the men she had just defied, with agresat flourish and an
expression st in stone. | echoed her gesture with less theater, and the cavalrymen passed, their eyesand
those of their horses rdlling at us. In asmall acove across the street, the Naiish magician and his pack
horses waited, observing dl.

“Y ou got away with that because they had no corpora or sergeant to unite them,” | fdlt it necessary to
mention.

“1 got, away with it,” she echoed, and put her dowhee back into her pack.

The magician joined usagain, in astreet that remained bare of traffic aslong asweloitered. He glanced
at thesign, a me, at Arlin, and at nothing. “Today,” he announced to us and to every head poking
through the windows above, “ something very largeis going to happen.” Having said this, he trotted down
the street, leaving usto trot behind.

. Arlin caught up to him, thereby blocking the street again. “A little bird told you that?’

He was wearing his eagle glove, which he spread and closed again before answering. “Yes. And my
pony told me.” He gave alarge Sgh that jangled thelittle bells on hislady’ s headdress. “ Also, today | am
going to leave your company.”

Arlinwas slent afew moments and then said, “1 am sorry to hear that,” athough from her toneit was
impossible for meto tell whether sheredly was sorry or not.

“When | came this road with the snowman, it was early springtime, after the Velonyan War. | met himin
atavern in the City. He said he had become the fifth whed of a carriage and didn’t want to go home with
the crowd he' d comewith.”

We were climbing again, and the golden fields dropped away through the houses at our left. Herethe
buildings had triangular basements, giving aflat base to the living quarters above, and | had to wonder if
the trunks and boxes stored in the basements were triangular to fit. The basements might have been dug
out, of course, but if the road we traveled was any sign of the firmness of the earth, it would not be worth
the effort ..

Travelers approached behind us, and | recognized in the sound of hooves those same cavalry that had
accompanied us—driven us, to be precise—the day before. The old ma-gician seemed to ignore their
dust and bustle, but he had to raise his voice to continue.

“I remember he was cleaning copper of thetable, taking bets: odd bets. Unheard-of bets, such as being
able to hold an orange and aknife in the same hand and skin the thing. Another wasto dancea
shofaghee with an ale mug on his head. Not the sort of thing one would expect of a snowman, snceyou
people are known for having neither grace nor humor.”



“Thank you,” said Arlin tartly. | did not reply to the magician (if thereis any appropriate reply to such an
accu-sation) for | had gotten a scent of something salty and cold, and in the context of thiscity | could
not placeit.

| turned my head to theright and | felt my yellow horse pulling upon his bit with the sameidea. At that
moment we crested the long, long hill we had been climbing and found oursalvesriding past apublic
garden, where dl planted things were low and the view was vast.

| caught my breath.

“Look! Nazhuret!” caled Arlin, and | answered that | saw it, and the blue glimmer and white sparkle of
the seain the harbor overwhelmed me.

“No, no. Look thisway,” sheinssted, and | let my glance dide back from the diffs and the harbor to
where she sat pointing at the City.

Herewasthe circular wall of the pictures. a, city buried within acity, and it was as beautiful and
rose-colored, with the four towersof direction risng up.

It looked small, but then it was ancient, so what need had it had to be big, those centuries ago? Around
the wallswere vines, and the pink of the walls showed through only occasionaly, dotting the surface as
though with blossoms. After agood minute' s stare, | began to think the pink dots were blossoms and
nothing of thewallswas visble &fter dl. Surely the towerswere adifferent color of rose.

“Ahyes” The old magician nodded as though he had ordered the decoration himsdf “We have arrived at
the good hour, when the roses have their autumn bloom. Of course in the spring the flower is so thick one
cannot seethe leavesat al, but il it is better than midsummer. Or midwinter, for that matter.” He
gpanked his poniesforward.

Asadcity it wastiny, the sort of place that could stand as a symbol from generation to generation. It was
aplace one could love; | loved it, though | came as a stranger and most certainly as an enemy, and my
eyeswove back and forth from the bright ocean to the walsthat lay like awregath of roses over the land.

Our horses, immune to the effects of art, had plodded steadily on while we wondered, and now began
thelast, dight ascent toward the city gates.

The cavary now began to intrude around us, and there was no chance Arlin could threaten this many
away. To theright and to the left they came, and their tall bay horses, so different from our plains ponies,
enclosed usin afog of dust. Their tackle and the garb of their riderswere trimmed in purple. Arlin
pressed her horse close against mine, while before us the magician continued as though he had heard

nothing happen.

“ Another thing the man did was to challenge anyone in the bar to come at him, hand to hand, for awager
of three ‘flatus. He put them al down, this snowman, and there was not achair broken at the end.”

By now we were on a causeway that led nowhere except to those black gatesin the pink and green wall,
gatesthat roseimpossibly high aswe drew in, gates that were certainly closed. We could turn neither |eft
nor right for the crowd of riders around us and the much larger crowd coming up be-hind

Suddenly from ahead came an astonishing shout of brass, as Six comets at the head of the troop
announced themselvesto the City. Arlin’ s black mare reared and one of the magi-cian’ stwo pack ponies
tried to turn donkey for him, but even the horses could not resist the inexorable procession.

| tried to catch the attention of any of the men riding beside us, but they had no more than to meet my
glance before shying like horses themsalves and darting away. | feared we would be dragged around the



walls or through them, ending lost in some enormous cavary stable wherewe had noright to be at all.

The black gates of wood and iron opened with no more noise than asighing of wind. They stood thirty
feet high, | believe, and yet what | most dearly remember isatwig of rose not far above my head that
had grown into the crack of stone and iron and then changed its mind and grown outward along itsown
length again. It had a broken rose blossom at the nether end and a perfect bloom at the hither end. Both
blossoms bobbed in the wind that escaped from the City, through the open doors.

Under the gateway, my yellow horse walked heavily into the hind end of the magician’s horse, for he had
stopped ill and | was forced to precede him into the fortress. Arlin had to push through on hisfar side,
around al his ponies. She reached out her hand to me, as though to keep me from being swept away by
events, and then her hand found mine and we were insde the City of Rezhmia.

| saw that the buildings were as pink asthewalls, and | noted that the streets were surprisingly wide. The
roadswere al paved, and not in cobblestone but in brick, like parts of old Vestinglon where the winters
areimpossible. Certain of these roads had been worn for so long that the centers of them were hollowed
out and contained water.

All visbledirt, too, wasin containers and doing valuable labor with fruit trees and assorted flowers. The
buildings themsdves, dbeit pink, were not so different from buildingsin the West.

Thesethings. | saw in snatches among the legs of the cavary horses, and glimpses stolen above. What
impressed me more immediately were the glimpses of people, for these were few and mostly in uniform.
Regardless of manners, | pushed my horse forward and | eft, toward the lieutenant of the column.

He watched me come with the samerolling eye a horse will show when nervous, but then cavary often
beginto look liketheir horses. “Sir,” | shouted over the noise of the hooves, “you must tell me: isthere
any objection to our being here within thewalls?'Y ou have brought uswith you by your very numbers
and through no desire of our own!”

Hehit the hedl of hishand againgt hisforehead in the most respectful of Rezhmian military salutes, and |
knew then that we were in deep trouble. “Mogt graciouslord, thefaultismine,” he said.

Which explained nothing.

The street a ong which we were herded opened into the sunlight of aneeat square, and the front file pulled
their mountsin abruptly, while the riders behind had lesswarning and served only to spill the three of us
out before them.

| saw the base of atower of pink sandstone heavily inlaid and more heavily still grown over with roses:
these not only pink but in colors of white and red. | remember that the white roses were amost dl past
their bloom while the red were just opening, and that the clothing of the people who lounged before that
wall of roses put the blossomsto shame.

Therewere ladiesin sky blue and ladiesin silver and there were gentlemen in dl shades of purple and
gold, making adash of color asflowerswill, if the gardener has not been thoughtful. There were pillows
and hassocks strewn every-where and one white goat, engorged with milk, which was being restrained
with difficulty from eating the roses

In the middle of this, surrounded by the emptiness of awe, stood avery short, bent old man in faded
purple, hold-ing awooden basket and alittle pair of shears. He was dead-heading the roses.

He looked over his shoulder a the milling horses as a householder will notice boys scrimmaging in the
yard. “Thisisthe season for pruning, not manuring, lad. | prefer it de-livered in barrows, anyway.”



| looked at hisface. He looked like someone | ought to know, and had no business not knowing. He did
not look like his portrait. He glanced past dl thetall horses and grand ridersdirectly at me. “Thisisanew
trick, Reingish,” he said, with greet familiarity and not much warmth. “Whom did you hopeto catch in
misbehavior? These cavary?’

“Sanaur Mynauzet, | am not who you think | am,” | said to him, and ashe still stared, | tore off my
kerchief and revedled my yelow hair.

The old man stood up at this. He dropped his basket of spent flowers. “ Then who are you?’ he asked
me.

There was a sudden silence. By this| don’t mean that the men al waited for my answer. | mean the
doves. on the flagstones stopped pecking, the horses froze with their heads up and even the wind seemed
to stop itself The only sound was of the hooves of a squat pony as the magician forced his horseto the
front. He spread his eagle hand as aherald unfurls abanner.

“Thisis he who was born on the edge of aknife, who isfree past comfort, past judgment. Who was
dead and lives again. Thisis Nazhuret: King of the Dead.”

| was torn between astonishment that the old Naiish had remembered our “ bit of theater” from our first
encounter with him, and that he would have the poor taste to try it out in the:sophistication of acourt. |
expected to hear hoots but instead heard more silence. Terrible silence.

The Sanaur of Rezhmiatook a step toward us, his prun-ing nippers hi hishand. My horse, | noticed, was
shiny with sweet.

The earth then exploded.
Every image| think to write, describing how this hap—
pened, only insultsthe horror. But | must say something.

The flagstones bucked, throwing my horseinto the air with me on hisback, in one piece like the statue in
atown square. | saw the pavement shatter crazily and raise a cloud of pink, as though the sandstone
wereonly tac.

All of us, human and equine, werein the air and then dl down again on the ferocious earth, which sought
to throw usinto the sky forever. The growl of the beast overwhelthed me, and | saw horses skidding on
their sdes over the rubble of the, court, and horses skidding over people and dready the pink stone was
smesared with blood.

My round, yellow horse was of the sort that shies by starting in place, making no motion but emitting a
noise like abeaten drum. Heis also so four-square that he is difficult to knock down. Thisisno credit
upon me; his maker designed him so. We came down standing, and | felt his drum-heart beat between
my legs. He plunged one step forward and the earth roared again, sending his hindhooves and
forehoovesin different directions. | heard asound that | later recognized asawall coming down behind
us. If there was screaming it was drowned in the shrieking of the earth.

Before uswasthewall of roses, closer every moment, though whether it was still upright | could not tell.
Thelittle old man was hanging from the vines; his hands were badly scratched.

How can a pavement of stone, underlain by stony earth, thrash like a broken-backed snake? | know of
no way to study the matter. Again we were thrown, and we landed on the face of ahorse, but still my
terrified Daffodil was on hisfeet. There was aman under his hooves aso, though the horse wastrying
desperately to avoid stepping on flesh. | heard something much larger than the wall come down nearby,



and only then did | hear an echo of asingle human scream. One more, whip of the pavement threw us
againgt thewadl| of roses, and without much thought for the matter, | plucked up the Sanaur of Rezhmia
by his shirt back and threw him over the pomme of my saddle,

Portions of the tower fell on the broken stones behind us, exploding like bombs, and morefdl to one
sde, and somewhere | heard aboom like a continent giving way and falling into an abyss, but the
thrashing snake was dying, and in another ten secondsit was dead.

The courtyard was as ragged as the teeth of the moun-tains we had climbed the previous week. There
wasared murk inthe air asthick as bloody water. There was a perfect white rose blossom hanging on
an undamaged vine above my head. Daffodil, with me upon him, was the only standing cresture to be
Seen.

| thought to get off the horse, but so badly was he blow-ing and starting that it seemed he might die of
sheer aban-donment if | left him, so | pressed him among the crowd of falen, looking for my friends.

Now the air wasfilled with living noise: living noise and dying. Now came the screams and the scrabbling
and the protests of men broken and of horses with their hooves caught in their reins. | shouted for Arlin,
but a scream drowned me out, and then | heard her own voice shouting for' me.

It was unmistakably Arlin, and for the moment she had forgotten her role to the point where her voice
was above contrato, and in the two syllables of my name (I am dways“ Zhurrie” when Arlin forgets
herself) there was as much rage at fate as there was fear, and enough strength that | did not haveto
worry for her life. | remembered the Sanaur of Rezh-miaand put him down on hisfeet, where he could
survey his devastated courtyard.

Instead he waslooking up a me, hisfamiliar/unfamiliar face now blank with shock. | leaned over and put
one hand on hisshoulder. “*Naur,” | began (for the term “ sanaur” when not used with “Rezhmia’ means

literdly “my king”

and | could not, go so far asthat), “I think it is over for now, though there will be strong rumblings. Y ou
have survived agresat disaster.”

He drew away from my hand and the shock withdrew, to be replaced by fury. “I have survived? |? What
does that matter. What has become of my people?’ As he spoke, there came acrumbling, aroar, and a
boom as another weakened building came down, but the old king did not flinch from the sound. My
horse did, however, and | had thought to give the beast somefreerein and look for Arlin,, when | felt a
touch upon my boot.

The sanaur held my gaze, and he was not now only an old man with bloody hands. | saluted with the
hedl, of my hand. “Who are you?’ he asked me, for the second time.

| bent beside my horse' s broad neck. “Pay no attention to what the Naiish said, except that my nameis
Nazhuret.”

He kept hisfingerslocked into the top of my boot. “The only Nazhuret | know is dead these twenty
yearsin Vestinglon. By treachery, | think.”

I might have been more palitic, but | could not call my politicsto mind at the moment. In the middle of the
walls and the dust and the rubble | told him “By treachery, most certainly, Sanaur of Rezhmia. But the
treacher was not Ve-lonyaitsdf, but aman and that manisdead.” | raised my head and | found Arlin, as
much red as black with al the dust in her velvets. She was on her feet and al her attention was on awed
ontheleg of her mare. | pointed at her. “ Arlin of Sordaling ended hisintrigues five years ago.”

For the third time the sanaur asked me, “Who are you?’ By now there were people running, limping, and



crawling from dl over the square toward his side. In the moment of privacy | had left | said to him, “1 am
that Nazhuret’ s nephew, half-bred son of Nahveh and of the VVelonyan Duke Eydl of Norwess.” | had to
smile at the complexity of the expression on hisface. “Now you know everything,” | said.

He rubbed the dirt from his face with both bloody hands and shook off the soldiers who cameto assst
him. Into my ear he whispered, “If that istrue, then it may be you are my heir!”

At thismy heart plunged, as Daffodil’ s had plunged in the earthquake. “No, greet ‘ naur. It seemsyou do
not know everything, after dl.”

| found Arlin, who had seen me upright and so had no time for me, and I—found the Naiish magician,
who was gathering his ponies from among the wreckage. As there were now no gates to keep us out nor
wadlsto hold usin, we led our beasts out of the fortressitself and pitched a camp upon the ornamental
lawn.

The magician was taking off hiswoman' s headdress, pin by pin. “Well, you have given me the story you
promised,” he said, and his voice started out high and ended low.

Arlin watched this behavior with wary humor. “We try to keep our word,” she said. “Though | think we
would have done fine without the earthquake.”

Though we had suffered dozens of earthquakes on the mad, many of which did damage around us, this
morning' s affair had become “the earthquake.” 1t would not share at-tention with itslessers.

The magician continued to strip, changing femaeto mae with every gesture, every piece of slk and linen.
“I had planned to winter here,” he said, placing ablanket over his privates as he replaced skirt and long
trousers with arider’ s ballooning breeches. (The Naiish, like most people who deep in smdl spaces, are
very concerned about their privacy.)

“Now there will be heavy work and no food or heat to spare.”

“Y ou might find the sanaur will spare some of both for you,” Arlin offered, twirling her knife. Insdethe
City, we heard a bagpipe wheezing in three-part time. There was actual laughter accompanying the
music. People are endlesdy strange.

“And maybe he will have me skinned. And you, too,” the Naiish made this suggestion unemotionaly.
“Having an-nounced you King of the Dead, snowman, it is appropriate of meto go e sawhere. Bologhini,
perhaps. They could not have suffered asthis place did, and besides, they are ready for quakes.”

“Youaedfrad,” Arlin sad, and she prodded hisarm reproachfully. “ After dl this, you are afraid to
Say.”

Helooked at her and | could not see his answering expression, but the chiding humor died from her face.
At lagt the magician reached out his hand. “ Give me something of yours.”

Arlindid not ask for explanation. She took out her dag-ger and gaveit to him, pommé first. She did not
tell him that this dagger had areputation across dl Ve onya, as having ended an attempt againgt the
Veonyan king. Hetook it, and he asked for something of mine.

| stared at him, perplexed, and he added, “ Something that you have carried. Have treasured. Something
to repre-sent you.”

| shook my heed, able to think of nothing that fit that description. Of al possessions, | liked my horse
best, but a horse was too troublesome to become a souvenir.

Arlin spokefor me. “Nazhuret has nothing. Nothing specid.”



In my humiliation | had anidea. | drew my dowhee from the pack. “Here,” | said, and he drew back in
exag-gerated surprise. “Does atiger give away hisclaws?’

| ingsted that the thing was not specid to me: that it was the image of any other well-made Felonkan
blade, whether to be used for war or making pathsin the forest. Hetook it silently and hid it and the
poniard underneath his bedding on apack saddle. Onimpulse | said to him, “Now give us your name,
magician, and we will giveyou ours.”

He smiled as he put the saddle on his pony, and even the smile was different from the smiles he had worn
asawoman. “I have given my name to only one foreigner before, and that was long ago. But haveit:
Ehpen, | ancdled.”

The name was two words of Rezhmian—*no safety.” | asked for the rest, and he laughed.

“That, isn’'t enough, Nazhuret? It wasn't enough for the other snowman either. Hear this. ‘ Thereisno
saety inthislife’ Thet ismy full neame”

Heturned hisfaceto Arlin. “Now give me another for you.”

She stared past him for five seconds before answering. “1 am Charlan, daughter of Baron Howd| of
Sorddingin Velonya”

By hisexpression | could not tell if he had guessed her secret before this. “Tell no one that. No one here.
Remain Arlin the eunuch instead.”

“| was never aeunuch. Never that.” The magician was mounting his horse and affected not to hear.
“Now you, without the poetry.”

| answered that | was Nazhuret of Sordaing, nephew of the Nazhuret who was son of this‘ naur’ sfather,
and that my father had been Duke of Norwessin times past. But | added that none of that touched me.

Hisbleary eyes blinked down at me. “None touches you? I’ Il remember that, Nazhuret, and lest it touch
meinstead I'll be on my way. No, | am not afraid, but with no hope of safety we can till seek our best
comfort,, can’'t we? And you—you are yellow-haired degth riding ayelow horse.”

He gtarted dong the road that ran by the sea, but Arlin shouted after him, “The other snowman. Might |
guess hisname?’

Ehpen squinted back and Arlin ran after him, or rather she limped, having been struck by more than one
brick that morning. | followed.

“It was Powl, wasn't it? Powl Inpres.”
Sowly the magician nodded, and then he booted his ponies on. He would answver no more questions.

| was astonished at her acumen, which seemed super-natura, but Arlin answered, “ He said that to me
more than once. ‘ Thereisno safety inthislife” It had to be Powl.”

(Y ou might have told us about the magician.)

| followed her back to our camp by the City, from which now came asmédll of fire. “I never heard those
words from Powl. Not &t al.”

Arlin grunted and poured more water over the dressings on her horse' sleg. “ Perhaps he never had need
totdl youthat,” shesad.



| could not stay out of that fortress, dthough Arlin lay with her swollen leg propped on afountain (it was
dry, as of thismorning) and insisted this trouble was none of my business. And that | could be of very
little assistance, knowing nothing of the place.

It was not real compassion that pulled meinto the Rezh-mians' long effort, or at least | don’t think it was,
but rather that sort of reflex that causes oneto respond to avoice caling one sname or, for that métter,
causes many men to gather and do nothing around one man who isdigging in theroad. Therewas such a
fedling of urgency in the shouts and the answers of the leather-bucket corps, and the cries as new bodies,
or even new living people, were discovered among the ruins, that | would have had to return to the city,
even had | no armsto lift with, and only oneleg to hop.

| came through the broken gate into that broken court-yard and saw no one and nothing save the bodies
of afew horses, swelling in the autumn afternoon’ s heat. Everything was a-crumble, and al the big stones
ran with cracks, but what amazed me was not the devastation, but that so much of the structure was till
standing. It had been my persona conviction that the Fortress of Rezhmia had been flattened around me,
but more walls stood than were shattered, and most of the buildings were as rectangular as before.

There was, however, a shortage of towers and spires, and amid the fires of the City the streets were
flooded by broken pipes.

My ignorance of Rezhmia seemed to put me at no dis-advantage, for there was opportunity to sandina
linewith fifty other men, women, and children and pass d oshing buck-ets toward the smoke that billowed
from abuilding so heavy in soneit seemed paradoxical that it could burn at al. Soon, however, our duty
was taken over by atank wagon with four horses that needed only four men to pump, and o | lent the
width of my back to hauling stones away from the base of afalen wall, in case there were people
beneethit.

There were three, people beneath it, two of them chil-dren, and though | have seen many terrible things,
garting in abad infancy, this sight was stronger than 1. Stronger than my stomach, and as | stood puking
bile and empty air in the privacy of agarden (wholly untouched by the earthquake but muddied by the
floods) avoice behind me said, “ Thistroubleis none of your business.”

The voicewaslike Arlin’s, and for amoment | believed she had limped into the fortress to pull me out
again, but when | wiped my face and turned, it was to see acomplete stranger: a man dressed in what
might have seemed the canvas of .aworkman, if not worn so arrogantly, with amarvelousface and a
marvel ous necklace of gold around his neck.

Hisfeatureswere much like Arlin’ saso, dthough his coloring was only a shade darker than mine. He
wastal and not very broad, and he leaned againgt the wall asaman usually leans against agarden wall,
not asaman would lean on the day of adisaster.

He dlowed meto stare for some moments: to stare and to waobble, | imagine, for my ssomach had not
entirely re-covered. He then added, “Not that | question the efficiency you have been showing, but
obvioudy you find the work more distressing than some, and others aso have more at stakein
uncovering their dead.” Now | noticed that he was speaking Ve onyie, and with a strong Rayzhia accent.

He shrugged himsdlf off thewal and came toward me. The fading daylight glistened in the intricacies of
the orna-ment around his neck, though there was nothing of specid care or expense about the rest of his
person. Hisfair hair was dmost untidy, and when he put ahand upon my shoulder—to steady me,
perhaps—I could see that hisfingers were calloused and discolored along the side. Hisair was both
congpiratorial and reserved as, he said to me, “Y ou would be of more vaue to the City if you presented
yoursdlf to the sanaur, who has been asking about you, and of more vaueto yoursdlf; if you smply rode
avay.”



Now instead of Sick, | felt only dizzy. | dwaysfed dizzy in the presence of people who know more
about me and my circumstancesthan | do myself. “ Did the ‘flaur send you to find me?’ | asked him;, in
Rayzhia, which seemed his native language.

Hewithdrew his hand. “No one sends me for anything. | send mysdlf,” hereplied, again in difficult
Vdonyie

| sat down on astone bench and looked at the soggy ground, for this man was one too many things
crowding into my head. Surely arrivals, earthquakes, and farewells were enough for one day. He dlowed
me quiet.

“Who areyou?’ | asked when | looked up again.

He had hisarmsfolded in front of him. They were strong arms, but not burly. “Did you say ‘what’ or
‘who’ ?No, you said ‘who.” Y ou are a person of native courtesy.”

| bent and rinsed my hands in the wet grass. “I’ m not known for being polite. ‘Who' delivers more
information in one question. Who areyou?’ Since he seemed to want it, | spokein Velonyie.

“I am Dowln,” he said, with some emphasis. “A snow-man like yoursdlf: If the term does not offend
you.” | shook my head blankly.

“And | have something for you.” He reached into apocket of his stiff apron and pulled out something that
he put in my hand. It was cold and heavy. Asl lifted it into the sunlight, he turned abruptly and strode
toward the dangling iron gate of the garden.

| saw that the thing was aring, and precious. | chased after him. “No,” | said. “Don’t give me something
likethis. | can't keepit.”

Hedidn't stop. “I madeit for you,” he said. “What else should | do with it?’

| caught up with him on the other Sde of the gate. “But listen. | will only sdll it, when | have nothing to e,
or when someone dseishungry. Or for aworsereason. Or I'll giveit away. Besdes...” Herel forced
him around to face me, though it was dear he didn’t appreciate such violence. “... you can’t redly know
who | am.”

Helooked a my face and at thering, and he said, “Give it away, then. | make such things, and therefore
cannot be sentimental about them.” He shoved me away from him with such significance | had to let him

go.

It was aring of heavy slver, tarnished, to amidnight blue except on the three raised wiresthat ran its
length and took polish from thefriction of the hand. Its stone was a sapphire of so dark ablue asto be
black, and through it ran astar of Sx points, that caught the evening light and the red light of the fires and
returned it in acold Slver.

Around this stone ran engraving, neither in Rayzhianor
Velonyie, but in the dead language Allec, and it said thesewords: | FIND MY LIGHT IN DARKNESS.

Altogether it was awork of great craft and beauty, but stern to the eye, and it had not been completed in
one after-noon. Wonderingly | dipped it on, and it fit over the third finger of the right hand as no other
ring ever fit me. | took it off my finger and put it into my deepest, most secure pocket, and |eft the
Fortress of Rezhmiafor the second time.

Never before and not since have | seen a sunset so bloody, for the red dust of the broken stone and of
the roadsfilled the air. Every inch of my skin was caked pink, too, even under my clothes, with sweat



creases and mottling that turned my stomach into red marble. It was difficult to breath, and Arlin’s cough
hed returned under the influence of the dirty, smoke-filled air.

Because we had suffered the shock within the old city, and had seen it coming down around us, we had
both for-gotten the much larger Rezhmia City that lay behind the fortress park. Now it proclaimed itsdlf
to us, lit againgt its many hillsdes by many blazes. We were no longer aone on the shaven lawns and by
the green waters, weeping sur-rounded us. We gave away dl our food.

Halfway through the red night hours, we heard cornetsin the City above, and the citizens around uswho
could do so l€ft their camps and ran to stand by the road. | went with them, more guardedly.

The sight was most dramatic, though | don’t think for aminute it had been staged for drama, Four
horsemen came riding abreast, holding torches doft. After them came the cornetists, their faces and those
of their nervous wet horses were pulled with worry. After these rode afew ranks of officers, flanked by
more torch bearers, with the flickering light reflected in every button and blade. The crowd had begun to
murmur.

There was no man there, | thought, who had not lost someone that day, and few of them even knew the
taly. | felt extremely lucky, mysdlf; being far from home, and | tried not rgjoice over my State. The
pedestrians were shouting two syllables, and not dl together, which madeit difficult to understand. Then
my ears picked up the thread: it was“Reingishl. Reingish!” that they were shouting. The minsan-aur, the
heir of the sanaur, wasriding in.

The horseswere dl very grand: tall, fine-boned, and nervous. | could scarcely see the faces high above. |
pressed forward, as eager as any proud burgher of the town, for | too had an interest in this man.

Here came afelow in :agrand helmet with plumes, look-ing dightly old-fashioned in hisarray. No—he
was only alieutenant by his uniform, and he carried two flagstightly furled and strapped to hissaddle.
Behind him was another, in scarlet (or o it seemed in thelight of torches, moon, and houses burning)
who had his saber drawn and held crossed before his body ceremonidly, but another moment showed
him to be only a captain. Next came a space, and then some anxious middle-aged men in civilian dress,
then another space, and then ahorse of so cold acolor that, like my ring, it could transmute the red, light
into slver. It was not such ahuge horse, and though dl beasts around it trotted heavily and, dripped a
the mouth, this one still argued with the curb in its mouth and pranced diagonally over the road.

It reminded me so much of Sabia, Arlin’smare that waskilled, that | dmost forgot to glance upward at
therider upon it.

Hewasin size harmonious with his horse, and that wasal | could tell. He wore no buttons and | caught
no glint of blade. Then he rode into a band of torchlight and happened by pure chanceto, look in my
direction.

Therewasmy sal& my wet and weary identity, en-countered once on amountain pass during an
earthquake and then dismissed by al save the Naiish as hdlucination. He wore civilian riding garb, very
restrained and of very rich substance. His shirt was white, though flickering, red in my eyes, and his
hacking jacket some darker color. Upon the white of his breast hung along, thin pendant. Or perhapsa
dagger on acord.

Ashemet my eyes, hisfice went from taut worry to wonder, perhapsto fear. | don’t know what my face
did. “Reingishl Reingish!” shouted the crowd in my ears. He pointed at me, and uneasily | saw that he
wore on histhird finger aring of familiar shape.

| thought perhaps he would order me arrested. It oc-curred to methat he might order me dain on the
spot. Perhaps he only wanted to speak to me. | certainly wanted to speak to him. But as we gaped at



each other and his horse danced beneath him, the broken fortressin front of us answered his horn call,
and a dozen men ran out to meet the party, crying adozen messages at once.

His attention was pulled forward, and at the same mo-ment | was pressed back by the shifting of the
crowd. | saw the heads of afew horses, and once another plumed helmet, but they were moving on at a
good trot and there was no more of Minsanaur Reingish to be seen.

That night, the ground rumbled three times.

The next morning, after anight of much work and little rest, Arlin and | bathed and | exchanged my
Rezhmian cloth-ing for the breeches, shirt, and coat of Velonya. It was not afrock coat | put on, for |
don’t own afrock coat, nor gentlemen’ s clothing of any variety or nation. Arlin dressed hersdlf inthe
same blacks she had worn into the town, for having been cleaned at theinn only aday ago (only one day,
yet agreat age for the City) they were her tidiest.

| didn’t like the thought of entering the broken fortress on horseback, for thereis something of state and
panoply on even the humblest horse. Daffodil certainly was the humblest horse, however, and | did not
see how we could leave him behind and still expect to find him when we came back. If we came back.
Besides, Arlin could not be expected to walk far with the bruise on her leg.

By the sméll, there were parts of theinner city gtill burning, but by and largeit showed usamore
businesdike face today. There were teams of men shoring up brick wallswith beams. some of the beams
having been sacrificed from other structures flattened the day before. There was furniture scattered dl
over the pavement, some of it very negtly placed, and there were people using it, as though indoors had
become outdoors.

| remember afamily of two children and atoddler, scarcely more than a baby, who were gathered
around atable in the street, while Mother heated their breakfast over abon-fire of wreckage. The
youngest, who could bardly walk, was waddling in circles around this poor encampment, as though
possession by hisfeet could make the pavement into ahome. As helooked up a me on the horse and
our glance met, another of theinnumerable shocks hit, raising dust dl around us. Hisinfant face did not
move, but tears began to ooze out of his eyes, like water from the cracksina thawing rock.

We did not know where we were going; we thought we would ride until we came to something that
looked like of-ficiddom, or we found the opposite gate of the City. If it Sood. We werein no hurry.

Officiddom is hard to recognize in adate of catastrophe. In catastrophe it partakes of the dignity of an
ordinary build-ing. The most impressive building we came upon, turned out to be a church, with its
domes collapsed and the golden triangle lying dented and propped againgt the pink stonewall. It was
while | was surveying, thisdamage | first heard my own namein my ear. Or dmost my name: it wasthe
words my name was made from, pronounced asthe origind.

NaZhur’ ett: King of the Dead.

It was an old woman in baggy dress and trousers. She had a sack around her neck, perhapsfor the
carrying of amu-lets, or smdl change. She said my name again, loudly.

“Do | know you, Mother?’ | asked her, leaning from my horse so she would not have to speak so
loudly. But she was not speaking to me, but of me. Shelooked beyond me, and pointed with her finger.
Shewas chanting: “Nazhur’ ett, na zhur’ ett.”

“Someone has spilled the beans,” said Arlin, very uness-ily. While| ill stared, another woman came up,
young and comely, and | thought intelligent-looking aswell, until she dso sarted uttering my namelike
some creaking hearth bel-lows.



“Why areyou doing that?’ | asked them, as reasonably as| knew how. My horse sarted to shy away
from them. He was a creature of great good sense. In the next moment the two bagpipes were joined by
aman who by face and feature had as much VVelonyan blood in him as |, and dl three were spouting
together. We moved forward briskly, but the chant followed as people raised their heads from work that
should have been more important than this nonsense.

“I'm beginning to fed jealous. What' swrong with the name Arlin?" my lady asked, although by her face
she was more purely uneasy than envious.

Despite the rubble-strewn street and the crowd of pe-destrians, we kicked our horsesinto agood trot.
Thisdid nothing to dleviate the problem, as any behavior smacking of arrogance inflamed these people's
unaccountable admira-tion.

“That ishow | heard them cdlling after the minsanaur last night,” Arlin said. | answered, “ There are many
fewer of them, but ill ... Thiswon’t make an impression of hum-ble sincerity, will it?’

Now ingtead of pointing at me, the people were pointing at adoor in awall. Both door and wall had
been inlaid with shell and with turquoise. Though half the work had been knocked out, it still made a
pretty picture. The road ended before that wall, in a scatter of fallen treesin pots, and having arrived
there, it seemed necessary we should get off our horses. Arlin would not take my help.

| stood before that door for awhile, trying to collect myself in the belly of the wolf, while Arlin soread her
atten-tion dowly through the crowd, saying, “Y ou shut up,” and “Quiet, idiot” in mesningful tones. Her
hand was on her sword and her words were findly effective.

The door opened. Behind it was that old man with ban-daged hands: the Emperor of the City, Nation,
and Terri-tories of Reibmi2 He was not aone, on the other side of that door, but he was the onein front.
The soldiers, gentles, and nursesthat herded behind him had wide, staring eyes, like horses' eyes.

Hisvision adjusted to the sunlight, and then he spent agood while gazing at me.
Hesaid “ Our family has an invincible tendency toward shortness.”

| stared back. Though | heard Arlin snigger behind me, it took me along time to understand what he
meant by these words. He himself was smdll, but | had expected that in avery old man, and not made
any connection with my own lack of size. “ Then the Sanaur of Rezhmiabelieves me?’

| spoke very quietly and no louder did he answer, “| believe that you are my kinsman. Comein, you and
your friend who killed the murderer of my nephew.”

Solicitous hands took our horses. | hated this, because the horse to mewas al possibility of escape.
Also, | had not until this moment redlized how attached | had become to homely Daffodil, whose great
barrel had certainly put an e egant new bend into each of my legs. Arlin was even dower to relinquish the
reins, and she took sometime right in front of the *itaur to point out the small tear in the skin of the black
mare’ s cannon.

| remember that incident with unusua clarity, and per-haps because of that, | aso remember the roofed
court into which we were brought.

The roof conssted of anetwork of lathes making an arch, and running over these lathes; tiles of clay that
over-lapped without touching, making an enclosure of light with-out sun’s heat, and air without wind. |
found it marvelous that most of the shingleswere dill intact, and that the walls here showed no damage at
dl.

Up until that unsettled autumn, Powl, | had not studied the composition of the earth, except asit might



relate to the composition of glass. It took disaster to awaken my curiosity, but since then | have cometo
seethat during an earthquiake, it isthe substance of the ground as much as the structure of the building
that determines whether it shdl stand. It might have been the stony anchor beneath that courtyard, which
showed itsdlf in humps and points above the level of the ground, that protected it. (Some of these
sandstone promi-nences, carved into tables and chairsfor enjoyment, gave the courtyard a sweetly
gnomighar.)

| have concluded that structures on stone tend to live, while the same structures on good earth fail.
Y et—and thisis alarge yet—the growl and the terror itself are passed through stone, and in aregion of
fat earth a quake either will not occur or will not spread far.

The ‘Naur Mynauzet must have noticed my preoccu-pation with his outdoor furnishings. He stopped his
progress toward the inner door and waved me to one of the sandstone seats. The herd cameto a
disorganized stop.

The chair had been polished and lacquered, presumably so not to leave pink stains on good clothing. |
gtood besideit, for | was not about to st down in front of the emperor of all Rezhmia. | noticed that Arlin
did not even approach the table, but stood at dark attention againgt awall. She had been relieved of al
her blades. For her, that must have been worse than having the horse taken.

“Youwill sit,” said the emperor, in avoice that had no expectation of being disobeyed, and | did obey
him. The seat was cold. He lowered himself down at the little table across from me, having to elbow
back two nurses and a general who thought he ought to have help in the matter. He looked once over his
shoulder, thisfather of alarge family, and everybody scuttled to the far end of the court and stood as
Arlin was ganding.

“Nazhuret, nephew of my nephew Nazhuret, you will tell me how you happened to be here,” he said, and
| began by saying that | had come on apersonal errand of the King of Velonya, for hisear only.

“No, you misunderstand me, young man.” His eyeswere sharp and of a, greenish-blue color. He did not
appear to need glasses. “Tdl me how you happen to be here, or happen to be.”

| was prepared for this, but that preparation did not make it less difficult. My own history isa story that
was presented to melong after it could do anything to me but cause pain. As concisely as| knew how (I
am not by nature succinct), | told him how my father, in the shadow of hisarrest for treason, had given
me to his brother to hide, and how Dickon had hidden mein the open: at the Sordaling military school.
How the two people who knew my past (and that did not include me) died without revealing it How ‘|
grew somewhat and learned some things and was at |ast discovered in the strangest manner by Powl
Inpres, Earl of Daran, who rec-ognized me and who took mein hand.

Asl| related these facts, they sounded like someone else' s story. They sounded like alie,

| then told him how his niece and nephew had been poisoned by Duke L eoue, who then was granted my
own father’ s patent. | expected thisinformation would make the emperor very angry, but | had forgotten
how many of those close to the throne of Rezhmiadie of odd accidents or bad stomachs. What he said
was“I’m sorry, boy. On behdf of our whole family | gpologize.”

| was astonished to incoherence.

“Had | any ideaof your existence, let done the neglect and abuse you suffered, grandchild’ =and here |
had to remind mysdlf that among the Rezhmian people al dose relatives of two generations younger are
caled “ grandchild’—"1 would have entered the country in force to make them return you. | would have
had you returned though it meant war again.”



My tongue outran my tact. “ Then, Sanaur of Rezhmia, I'm very glad you did not know of my existence.
To have caused war between my mother’ s people and my father’'s .. *

The emperor smiled, and seeing that smile | remembered that he was an emperor. | imagine that he never
forgot it. “Y et, Nazhuret, we were in avery good condition to pro-mote awar againgt Velonyaat that
time. Or at thisone, for that matter.”

So quickly had we arrived at the meat of my visit. “Yes,” Naur, but why—now, | mean? Do you think
you can conquer the North completely? No, you know you can't. | know the King of Velonya, and |
have a strong confidence that thiswar you have prepared can only end in great losses for unimportant
gans. Only astrong provocation should cause anation to declare war in such circumstances, and |
cannot see that therewas any ...”

“... reason to begin apolitical argument so early in our acquaintance,” the emperor finished for me.
Smiling like an emperor, and like agrandfather.

| am not used to grandfathers. | let him silence me.

“I have athousand thingsto do,” he said. “And at least that many peopleto grievefor, now. But | will
See you again, soon, and you can represent the other side of your family for me then.”

The old man rose, and | rose with him. It occurred to me, only for amoment, that among the various
forms of politeness| had learned there was none that would cover an emperor whom one could not
acknowledge who was a so agrandfather who could not be depended upon to acknowledge one' s self
Only for amoment did this complexity concern me. | watched the man depart and .| did nothing at al but
look at him.

After him went the mass of followers, leaving only Arlin and mysdf with afew maidstrying:to gawk
inconspicuoudy from the far Sde of the courtyard.

And one other, whom | believe was northere until the last few moments. Standing in the center of the
room, still dressed in his canvas work clothes and glorious necklace, was the man who had given methe
ring. As my mind recognized him, my hand wasin my pocket. He stepped forward quietly amid thetinkle
of thefountains, only to find. Arlin a hisside, not exactly blocking hisway but making hersdlf known. His
eyes showed honest surprise as he looked at her. They were much of a height—about threeinchestaller
than |, and their faces were alike aswell. Two Ve onyans of old blood: one golden and one black. The
black one stood like afighter, and the, golden one like one who works leaning against a bench, but they
were built much alike despite that. Perhaps the fair one had a shade more shoulder.

“So,” he said, speaking, past Arlin and to me, “that iswhy you asked ‘who’ and not ‘what.”

| tried to let my face answer nothing, which isdifficult for me. Arlin, meanwhile, knew nothing about this
man, for the events of the night had driven him out of my mind and | hadn’t told her. Even of thering, she
was ignorant, but sheisvery good at | etting her own face exhibit knowledge she does not possess. She
met his gaze with alook of cam com-petence and secrets unrevea ed.

He, inhisturn, was staring like aman in front of amonkey, or amonkey at aman. Hewalked dl around
her, scratching his chin with his caloused hand. At last he stood before her again and spoke very quietly
to her, in Velonyie. “You're not aeunuch at all,” he said, and if | had not been able to guess at hiswords,
| would not have heard.

Arlin hasamarve ous possession of herself Without withdrawing from him oneinch, shereplied, “1 did
not say | was. Areyou?’

He nodded to her but looked at me, and then at the duster of maids, who now were pretending to clear



out rub-bish from the fountains. He crooked one finger, for in Rezh-miathat gesture is not considered
uncouth. “ Please comewith me,” he said and, turning on hished, he went, into the building.

We had the choice of following him, or staying aone in the courtyard. Perhapsthisfellow Dowln was
sent by the ‘nair to take care of our needs. Or perhaps not. He had aflavor of conspiracies about him,
but | guess so did we, and Dowln dso had aflavor of the solitary that argued againgt hisbeing anyone's
cat’s paw.

He had recognized the unspoken lie of Arlin, and that was dangerousto us, but he also seemed content
to let it lie unspoken (Forgive methe pun, Powl. | would rewrite, but it isthe end of along page). |
remembered the gray wolf that Arlin saw and kept sllent about, and the red trey that | saw and did not
mention, on asnowy night many years before, and it occurred to me that the man who holds my secret
also holds me. One can be held in pleasant ways and in unpleasant ways, and if | followed Dowin, |
would find out. Arlin had already decided and was walking after the man. | followed.

After dl, he had given meanice present.

* % %

| do not remember thewaysto hisresidence at al. If | had seen great damage, | probably would have. |
do remem-ber it was for aconsiderable distance that we followed DowlIn, and through more than one
kitchen. People greeted him with familiar respect, and they stared at us, though once or twice | heard my
name pronounced (not in greeting) be-hind my back.

There was aguard before the door of his quarters, which madeit fedl like a prison, but the face of the
man warmed so at the sight of the eunuch that the atmosphere changed. Upon the door was the pattern
of interlocked knots, in gold inlay, that echoed the gold around his, neck.

Aswe passed through the door, Dowln asked the guard if hiswife' sarm had been set, and the guard
answered that it had, and thanked the lord for the bottle of pills.

Within were quarters spacious and spare and comfort-able, according to my simple standards. The place
was clean, had plenty of light, frescoes on the walls, and it was full of machines.

Arlinisclever with machinery, but lam passionate about it. | never even gpproached the offered chairs,
but attached myself to thefirst device | saw. “What doesthis cue” | asked him, fitting asmall sted rod
into one of the holes drilled through the center pole of the thing. The saw blade came down from above.

“It'san old-fashioned stone faceter, with preset angles. | can show you more sophigticated sorts, if that
appeasto you.” He had brought out a bottle of something—I cannot recall whether wine, water, or
applejuice—and stemmed goblets, which were spread in his clever fingersas| remember cards spread
inArlin'sclever fingers.

“It isnot too different from aglass miter saw,” | an-swered him. “If there are improvements upon the
idea, | would be very happy to seethem.”

Arlin had chosen achair, and leaned her elbow on the table and her chin on her hand. “Nazhuret isan
avid opti-cian,” she said to the man. He gave her adishbdieving glance and she added, “1 am an optician
aso. Wearedl opticians, where we come from.” With her dry, ironica enunciation, she made the truth
unbelievable.

| could seethat her words had confused him, and like Arlin, Dowln had no intention his confusion should
be seen in hisface. He opened his mouth to speak, but the earth spoke instead, and Arlin and he spent
the next few seconds keeping the glasses on the table. | held on to the sturdy gem-cutter.



He spoke again, to Arlin. “We have not been introduced, and | have not exactly—seen you before. My
nameis Dowln, jeweler to and personal dave of the sanaur. Who or what | was before being captured at
fiveyearsof ageisnot redly relevant anymore.” He poured for her.

“My nameisamost dwaysArlin,” she said. “Who or what | was before | escaped captivity at thirteen
yearsisredly not relevant anymore either.”

Dowin didinto achair beside her “You wereadave? In Veonyaisthat possble?’ All thistimethe earth
was shuddering benesth us, but everything that might be knocked off shelves had been put away by now.
| felt under my hand the sted upright, singing in tune with the earth.

“| was abaron’s daughter,” Arlin answered Dowin, from inside her cup. (She has no more mannersthan
[.) “Thedigtinctionisasmdl one”

She put the cup down. “Why did the guard call you ‘lord,” then?If you'readave...”
“Because | am hisemployer, and heis polite. And be-cause | am arich and powerful dave.”
She nodded, as he had nodded at her description of the daughter of abaron being a captive.

| thought the brave performance of these two, ignoring the tremor in favor of their own dignity, deserved
some recognition. | clapped for them and then sat down very care-fully at the table. | do not know
whether he knew why | had applauded, but Arlin knew.

Dowinfilled aglassfor me. | think it was wine, but cannot recall the taste of it. “Tell me, Nazhuret. Do
you believein dreams?’

Therewas dways an ingtant of open-mouthed slence before this Rezhminn/V e onyan eunuch jeweler
spoke or re-plied to questions, just asthere was aways before Arlin spoke. | must wonder now whether
it was the fact that both lived anomaoudy, and in much solitude, or whether it was merely that he was not
good in the Velonyie heing sted upon using. The effect was, to give an aimosphere of the portentous to,
the whole conversation.

| am an enemy of the portentous.
“Dreams?How could | not believe in dreams? | have ludicrous dreams, dmost every night”
“I mean dreams with messages. Dreamsforetdlling the future.”

Now it was my turn to pause, though without intending drameatic effect. “1 have had dreamsthat seemed
to ... to rehearse the future, if not foretell it. But | can’t be sure there was real meaning in them, or put a
science to that perception at all.”

He leaned back in hischair and laughed, and hisvoice, dways high in pitch for aman, rode up intothe
registers of alittle boy. “Put a science to the perception! Oh my friend, you are not what | expected at dl

Here he became serious again. “ Although | dreamed you once a week for thiswhole year.”

All notion of scienceflew out of my head. “What did you dream?’ | asked him. “How do you know it
was me you dreamed about, if | am not what you expected?’

He cleared histhroat before answering. “It was never the same. One day it was an invading army that
would stedl me back to the North. One day it cameto kill me. Onceit was nothing but avoice, and a
gar in the dark, but always there was you in the thing somewhere, and always| woke in a swest.

“By you, | mean your face, your coloring, your size, your voice ... And your name. At first | thought |



was dreaming Reingish, and had given him Ve onyan hair for some dream-reason, but the voiceisvery
different. And thefed of you inthe mind.”

Thejeweer was playing with his goblet, running the foot of it in circles over the table, staining the dready
stained wood. “ Sometimesin the dream you kidnapped me, and sometimes you killed me, or ordered me
dead. Sometimes you had awoman at your left shoulder and sometimes black death.”—

Arlinlet out along Sgh, and | could not read her fedings at al. She asked, “What about you, Dowln of
the Sanaur of Rezhmia? Did you ever kill anyone, in any of those dreams?’

Hedid not look up. “No, | didn’t. My skill isnot in combamy skill isin dreaming, and in his pocket,
there”

Arlinwas startled when | drew out the ring, as though there were some prearrangement between this
grange fellow and mysdlf. As| gave her thering “I said, “1 forgot. | met this gentleman last night as| was
hauling stones, and he gave methis. So many things happened after | forgot to show ...”

Arlin had taken thering, raised it to the light, stared into it and perhaps read it, and now she sat looking at
nothing at dl with perfect atention.

Dowln did not understand. “What are you looking at?’ He touched her hand and then looked a me. “Is
she subject to trances?’

“Do usthefavor to use the mae pronounsfor Arlin, | beg you. And it isnot atrance, actualy. We cdll it
‘the bdlly of the wolf though it would take along timeto explain why.”

“I'm gill here” said Arlin, and quietly she put the ring on thetable. “Y ou saw the essence of Nazhuret, if
you madethis.”

His gaze rested on the ring as though it had no meaning or attraction for him at al. Perhaps, asit washis
cregtion, that wastrue. “| was atrue dreamer from childhood. That waswhy they gelded mt. The belief is
that achild who hasthis skill will loseit at puberty, so the sanaur cut me for the good of theream.” He
rased hiseyesfor amoment: very fine eyes, only less expressive than Arlin’ sthrough being less dark.
“What does your science say to that, Aminsanaur Na-zhuret?’

“Don’'t cal methat!” | spoke more sharply than was polite, but he laughed hislittle-boy laugh again. |
was about to explain—if it can be explained—our peculiar satus of hav-ing no status at all, but Arlin cut
in with amore pertinent question.

“Did you speak of these dreamsto the ‘naur?’

His blue eyes shifted uneasily. “Of coursel did. It ismy purposeinlife. Besdesthis...” He poked the
black ring and 1 took it back of thetable, putting it on my finger.

“And could theraising of forcesin Rezhmia be based on your dream invason? It would be very ironic if
that were 0.”

“The sanaur does not tell me why things are done,” answered the jeweler, sseming even more uneasy.
“Why would it beironic?’

| answered thistime. “Because it’ s the Rezhmian mili-tarization that caused usto be sent here. Do you
ee?’

He saw, and he rubbed his eyes with both hands against the sight.

No one dse camefor us, and so | supposed the jewel er was acting on the ‘ naur’ s behalf in affording us



hospitality. Once during that afternoon Arlin expressed concern about our horses, and with thetinkle of a
small bell, our host summoned a servant—Rezhmian in gppearance—to find out where the beasts were
stalled and make sure of their comfort. By this, aswell asthe presence of the guard, | was convinced that
hewasright in caling himsdlf arich and powerful dave.

Such a concept isforeign to aVeonyan, but then so isdavery. People are expensive to keep during our
sx months of snow, when there is more eating done than work. In Rezhmiathe genera emancipation that
occurred twenty-four years ago freed al but the daves of royalty, and most of those were manumitted or
grew old and died before the time of our arrival. DowlIn, with his double gifts, was arare thing in the
palace: aone-of-a-kind bird kept in alavish cage, des-tined never to find amate.

Of course, destined never to find amate.

| asked him why he had advised meto leave, when we met in the evening under the shadow of the
broken wall. He answered, after some thought, that he had thought it better if | |eft—Dbetter for me, better
for him, and better for hiselderly protector. (That iswhat he called the Sanaur of Rezh-mia “my ederly
protector.”)

Hefed usfruit and cheeses on aworktable marred with burns and with splashes of gold and silver solder.
When re-quested, he displayed more of hiswork: an eaglein slver with amethyst arose of five petals, in
gold; two rapier hilts, one of which | recal as of onyx and knotted gold wire and the other of purple shell
inlay, pommeed with afragment of human bone.

| have never seen the equd of hisskill, whether at home or upon travels, and his gift of art (athing apart
from skill, but dependent upon it) was consstent and perfect and very stem. Y et | had the sense that this
man was not born to be living the life he was living.

The choicest machinein DowlIn’ sfactory was alarge furnace that fed avery small refinery. | was dlowed
to un—

fasten theintake door of the great iron thing and examine theload of anthracite cod that fed it: stuff nearly
gem-qudlity jet initshardness. “I prefer to use ground oil, when | can getit,” hesaidto us. “Then |
change this orifice, here, which is threaded between the furnace and the smdlter. But the army has
requisitioned al stocks of oil, and good cod will do. It usesalot of air, though. Y ou should fed the draft
through the hal, when I’m running cod.”

When describing technica matters, Dowln dropped back into Rezhmian, and his conversation then
seemed to gain spontaneity. Perhaps it was not the linguistic switch, but the subject, that caused his
animation.

“Here. Look,” he said, unbolting the top of the smelting chamber. | looked in to see the nozzle of the
furnace, athing like a hopper with ascreen bottom, asted rod running from onewall, and nothing else.

Theinterior was not as large as my head, and colored the sad gray of metal that has been heated too hot,
too often. “What do you think | do inthis?’ he asked me.

| remembered my second night with my teacher. “Y ou're not the first person to set me apuzzle of this
nature. I’ m known for, giving origina answers. Original, not correct. Please tell mewhat it does.”

Dowln took out a set of keys, opened a cabinet and presented me with athin sheet of red glass.

| thought it was red glass, athough | know no way to make glass take on so rich acoloring. The moment
| hefted it, though, | knew my mistake. | am very used to the weight of glass, and thiswas heavier. | held
it up to thewindow light, and | knew that this chip, Six inches square, was asingle ruby.

Hisfacelit dyly, seeing my amazement. “It'smy own process. | drop in adust of carborundum, and



keep the fire hot. What do you think?’

| gaveit back to him, and told him | thought he was a great inventor. “ And you ought to be the richest
man in theworld,” | added. “To make gemg!”

My outburst dampened his mood entirely. He looked down &t the glaze of red in his hand, spun it on end
in one pam, and then in sudden anger he sailed it onto the table, where: it hit the wine jug with a sound of
bells. Nothing broke.

“Why would | want to be the richest man in the world, Nazhuret? How would that improve my life?”

It seemed to me odd that a salf-proclaimed beggar like mysalf would be arguing on the other side, but |
wanted to know more. “ The riches would be useless because you are adave? Or because you are a
eunuch?’

“Because | am human,” he answered, and thisverba victory restored his humor.

“First | made sheetslike that one: very nicefor buttons. Next | discovered that if | shot the dust of
carborundum at afine post sticking out of thewall, | would get a shape more useful.” Dowln displayed a
st of earrings made of teardrop rubies. So true ared were they that one felt stronger looking at them, as
though with an infusion of extrablood in one' sveins, and when they were held up againgt the light they
each created adancing red dot on the tabletop, surrounded by a halo of brilliance.

“And these were a step forward,” he said. | passed the earringsto Arlin, and the red dots danced over
her pae skin and black hair. The effect was magnificent. “But only for cabochons and dropslike these.
Thereis something inexact in the crysta structure of my rubies. They will not facet well.”

Arlin put the stones back into his hands and |eaned over the smelter. “Had you asked me to guessits
purpose, | would have said it was some sort of new stonecuitter, gear-driven. But then of course thewire
or rod in the middle would have to spin.”

| was gazing a the rod idly, while wondering if | had just felt a quake at the edge of my perception. The
machine did look like a saw, once one granted the necessity for such alarge furnaceto driveit. And |
knew that jade is often cut using nothing but awire, lubricated with water to keep it from burning.

The smdlter, of course was dways burning. “DowlIn,” | heard mysdlf saying, “... if you did spintherod,
the crystd structure that accumulates would be different.”

The jewder sared acme .. So did Arlin. Well they might, for my voice sounded odd. | had had what
might be caled avison—not adivine vison or a philosophica vison but amechanicd one, and | wasin
aswest because | would prob-ably never know whether my ideawas as perfect asit seemed to me.

Arlin grinned indulgently a my excitement, being the sort of person who is clever with things without
being en-thusiastic about them. Dowin went into a sort of trance, staring down through the hopper of his
little smelter, biting acallus on one hand.

“It would be very interesting. The problem would be the gasketing, of course, but | could make one of
high-temperature sted!. | ... want very much to try that,” he mur-mured.

Over hiswords | heard stepsin the corridor, and the crack of the guard’ s heels snapping together. A
second later, those same hedlsfled lightly down the corridor, taking histwo strong arms and his cavary
saber away from us.

Once again my senses redled, not through movement of the earth, but through acracking in my own
identity, for | stood confronting mysalf, dressed in perfect, foreign tailoring and with hair dyed dark, but
gill mysdlf. It wasthe Min’ sanaur of Rezhmia: the crown prince.



Hisface, looking a me, was taut with loathing, and with fear. | noted with a low satisfaction that the fear
pre-. dominated. And | noted that the shock of our encounter was as bad for him—yperhaps worse. After
al, 1 may have had no ideal looked like him, but he had had no idea | existed.

“And thisiswhat cdlamsmeasacousn?’ he asked theair, whilelooking straight a me. “This?’

| could not endure this ridiculous manner, and I’ asked, “To whom are you talking, Minsanaur of
Rezhmia? The emperor’ s servant? My companion? The men behind you? If you are talking to me, you
may use the second person di-rectly. The familiar will do; | am no great personage.” My answer was
perilous, but | hate conversations that are both hostile and oblique. (One of these a atimeisenough.)

“And you'reinsolent, too?’ He put up ahand, like my own hand but better kept, as though to dap me
backhanded. On onefinger was aring that glittered amazingly, though the late afternoon air waslosing its
light. I hoped he would not fed it necessary to finish the gesture. | could not predict what Arlin might do.

Asearnestly as| could, | said to him, “No, great lord, | am not insolent; | only like to understand the
conversation. And asfor being your cousin, | don’t ask you to acknowledge the relationship. | have no
need of such, and | can appreciate that you cannot likeit.”

The raised hand sank dowly, reluctantly. For afew sec-onds he regarded us quietly, and for the, first
time | saw not mere temperament, but a quick, passonate mind behind al the Rezhmian pride. |
wondered, inconsequentialy enough, whether it had been difficult for him to grow up acrown prince and
so short. Would that be worse than being a short nobody?

Of course Reingish had not been crown prince until afew years previous. There had been hisfather. | did
not immediately remember how the * naur’ s closest nephew had died.

| knew his other nephew, my mother’ s brother, had died of ground glassin hisfood, but that was
Ve onyan poisoning, ironically. We are not usualy known as poisoners.

Reingish looked over his shoulder at astocky man in civilian shirt and trousers. “ Zhem, what do you
think? Isit as| said?’

Them answered, “I have never seen so grest a likeness between strangers, Minsanaur. Except for the
hair, of course. And | don't think any of itispaint or padding. | cannot think where they got him.”

| don’t know whether they had forgotten | had ears, or merely that | was there. My first impulse wasto
answer that if | were going to change the appearance of my face and person, | would have chosen a
more imposing modd. That, however, would not be palitic; the min’ naur might consider himsdlf a
handsome fellow, and | had seen no sign of a sense of humor yet.

| dso fet | wasintruding onto a private conversation.

“I don’t know who you think ‘they’ are, Prince. Arlin and | make our homein Norwess. | did not
intentionaly look likeyou. If | had had that in mind, surely | would have dyed my hair.”

He amiled at that: atight smile, but it improved his appearance. Wasit my smile| saw?

Behind Reingish stood five men, three of them armed and one in avery decorative costume of red and
gold. They shifted from foot to foot and their eyes never moved from their attention to their master. Intent

asdogs. Uneasy dogs.

“Not proved, foreigner. Coming, coiffed as a snowman hasits own subtlety. But if you did not cometo
parade your illegitimate features, why did you makethetrip at al?’

This conversation took place in the middle of the floor of Dowln’'s quarters. It surprised methat the



jeweler had not offered the next emperor achair, at least, even if the refresh-ment he had provided for us
was dl the food he had ready. The min’ naur would reject the offer, in the mood hewasin, but | had at
least expected Dowln to try. While | puzzled over this, | answered, “We came as messengers, Prince.
From Rudof of Veonya”

Reingish’ s eyes sparked and angry blood rushed to hisface. It was obviousthat he did not appreciate the
king’smany qudlities. “Rudof’ stame Rezhmian, isit? And they say the Veonyansdon't keep daves.”

Mysdf, asadave? As| heard thismy mind filled with the history of every time | have been rudeto,
abrupt with, or smply contradicted my king. | put my hand to my mouth to stifle the giggles, and heard
Arlin, whose thoughts ran like mine, clear her throat behind me. Before | could answer sensibly, the
min’ naur continued. “ So then. What isit: this message you bring a one from the north woodsto our city?
Has Vegtinglon decided to sue for peace before the war has even begun?’

Until thismoment | had tried not to believe in the redlity of the coming war, though it had spread itsdlf
under my nose from South Territory to here. Now it took me amoment to catch my bresath, like a man
splashed with freezing water. “The message,” | said, trying not to be thought insolent, “... isfor the
Sanaur of Rezhmia”

For amoment | thought the man would legp at me, but instead he spoke very quietly. “And what am 1,
then?’

Arlin changed thetensonsin her body. | knew she smelled violence. So did I. “Y ou are the Crown
Prince of Rezhmia, great lord,” | said.

“But my grandfather isold, and leaves military mattersto me.” Reingish spoke more politely, more
collectedly than | had expected. | nodded with artificial complacency.

“That is, of course, the wisest thing he could do,” | said. | do not, liewell. | don’'t mean my moral
objections prevent me from telling falsehoods, like thisone. | mean only that | am not competent at it. In
thiscase, it didn’t matter. | didn’t expect to be believed. “And | am certain hewill relay to you everything
we haveto say. Hewill probably even ask that | repeat my messagein front of you. Wewill know as
soon asthe emperor has gotten the earthquake relief well begun.”

| looked into aface of rage: white rage, hot rage, and the crown prince said nothing. His hand was
around a pen-dam that had been hidden benegth his shirt and collar. | could not seeit, but | knew it was

hislittle dagger.

“I see by your glance a my decoration that you know me by my nickname. All theworld does: Reingish
of thered blade.” He said thisalmost casudly, and | did not reply. After some moments of staring
daggers a me, his eyes began to wander over my shabby person. This examination got asfar asmy
hand, and then the prince s face paled once more.

“Givemethering. Let me seeit.”

| heard Dowin stir behind me, and Arlin shifted slently. | felt agreat reluctance to part with the gift, even
to the Minsanaur of Rezhmia, and even for aminute. But | do not vaue any item of adornment more than
| do my life, and besides, | did not want to give way to attachments to objects. | tried to take the thing
of& without success.

It might aswell have been welded to my finger. | gpol-ogized to Reingish. 1 don't understand, Min' naur.
It went on easily enough.” | couldn’t even get thering to twist around.

The prince grabbed my hand and held it to the light, saying, “It would come off with thefinger easily
enough, impogtor.”



Dowinwas & my side, looking white and proud asthe prince himself. “This man is the guest of your
grandfather, Minsanaur,” he said, and the three armed escorts of the prince made angry faces, and a
noticesble clattering of sted.

Reingish gave no sign of having heard. He held my hand in agrip that ground the long bones together, but
| don’t think he did thisout of mdice. “Thidl” He raised for in-gpection the ring and my hand together as
though they were onething. “I1t’s an inauspicious stone and an ominous mes-sage. ‘| FIND MY LIGHT
IN DARKNESS.” Areyou so proud of your wickedness?’

| looked at the stone, with its star of slver, bodiless, immateria, and pure as mathematics. | felt a stab of
pain, that it could be so misunderstood. “ Darkness is not wicked, Min'naur. It is not even dark, redlly.”

He dropped my hand and held hisown in front of my face, with its blaze of brightnessamid gold. “L ook
at this, foreigner, and know your own signet isonly aparody, asyou are aparody of me.”

Thering was of the same pattern, though it was of gold and hence beyond tarnish. In the center of it was
st thelargest and most colorful diamond | have ever seen. It waslike the egg of asmall bird in size, and
in shape. Around this splendor were carved the words, againin Allec: | AM THE SOURCE OF
LIGHT.

| murmured my appreciation of the ring, heartfdlt, but added, “| think the min’ naur doesthe other ring a
disservice. The meanings of the inscriptions are not very different.”

Reingish was not listening. He, too, waslost in the play of light in the diamond. “ The setting was made by
my grand-father’ sdreaming dog, here. That was my mistake, | see. The soneisanciently in my family. It
isone of our treasures, and this coarse snowman desired to destroy it: to cut it in two.”

Dowln'sface did remain guarded, but | could see the musclesin his neck tighten at being called
“snowman.” | remembered that this man choseto talk Vel onyie with us, even though he did it badly. He
said, “It hasabad flaw in the center, Minsanaur. When it was part of the orb, that didn’t matter, but
worn asaring, it may strike something &t the proper angle and fracture.”

Reingish snorted and he stroked the ring affectionately with hisleft hand. “ Diamonds are the hardest
material upon the earth. | know that much. Here ...” He held out the gem before me again. “ Do you see,
aflav? Any flav?’

| looked into the stone and then peered across the table of its cutting, paying attention to the planes of
refraction. | wished | had theloupe | carry in my backpack. “I do, Min'naur. It runs diagonally acrossthe
width of the gem. | would guessthat this diamond formed origindly astwo ad-jacent crysta's, which

grew into one another.”

He snatched the hand back. “ So what do you know about precious stones, you beggar?’

After aglance a Reingish' sface, | apologized again. “1 am, sorry to disgppoint you, Min' naur. Although
| amnojewder, | amanoptician, and | know how light isbent in different materids.”

“Thisring will outliveyou,” he answered me. Raising his glance he added, “And outlive thelast dave,
too.”

So Dowlnwasthe last of Rezhmid s bondservants. The ladt.
Thelast of everything becomes precious.

“It will if you don’t gtrikeit againgt anything,” | told the min’ naur, and he, chose to take my advice as
more hostile wordplay.



“Againg your yellow head, you mean, snowman?’ (He could insult my gppearance no other way.) “ Tell
me when was the last time the might of the Rayzhia was broken againgt Vestinglon? It has been hundreds
of years”

It had been only one hundred and ten years, as| learned in school, since Ve onyareclaimed (or stole)
most of South Territory from the min’ naur’ sfamily. At that time the South wasled by Parliz the
Astronomer, who led his defense ac—

cording to the triangulations of the stars. | was aso an as-tronomer, but | had not been taught to put
mora or precognitive meanings to the positions of the heavenly bod-ies. | did not know upon what
military strategies the Rezh-mians were leaning, for thiswar they were building, but | doubted they were
those of Parliz.

Despitedl of my stoic education and the training of my own picaresque life, this situation made me afraid.
Reingish made me afraid. | sole amoment in the belly of the wolf before | answered him.

“InRezhmia,” | said at last, “1 see sweet pae grapes and fine green wines. And wheat. And peasants
with round faceswho sing while they work. War against the North will end thisfor at least ageneration.
Evenif you win territories, and | do not think you can.”

My calmness did not prove contagious. “ So, northman who (-211s himsdf my cousin! Y ou come hereto
counsel gp-peasement! So that our peasants bellies might stay round and our wines good!”

| had not said “bellies,” of course, but “faces.” None-theless| did not correct the crown prince upon this.
“It would be appeasament, grest lord, if you were under assault. But Vel onya has made no move against
you, SO peace isonly common sense.”

Therewas agreat stir among the min’ naur’ s five atten-dants, who glanced at each other and murmured
half-sentences. | could see that my words impressed them as shocking lies, or shocking idiocy. It seemed
that these men knew of such provocation.

In that moment the bottom was taken out from under’ me. Amid hardship and blood and wreckage, my
firm ground had been the fact that V elonya had not provoked Rezhmiain any fashion, overt or covert. |
expected tak of nationd birthrights, of hungry populations, or of thelong, long dis-possessed. What | did
not expect was the natural courage of men who believe themsalves attacked, as these five courtiers
seemed to believe. That courage cannot be bent or outargued.

What | did not expect wasfor Min’ naur Reingish to say: “1 have seen the bodies of my people, gathering
fliesontheroad. | have seen the villages burning!”

| have no magic way to tell if amanislying. One might think | was at an advantage, face to face with my
own faceas| was. But | looked carefully a Reingish, and in my mind | tested hiswords, and | saw no
reason to believe helied. | was mystified, and so | told the crown prince. Then | asked: “How many
villages have you seen destroyed, Min’ naur? Were they north, at the edge of the plains, or dong the road
here? And did you have any evidence that it was Vel onyan troops that did it?’

| hoped he would tell me. | wanted desperately some simple information, after coming so far on rumor.
But my inquiry (perhaps not very respectfully put to the heir of an empire who aready thought me a
threat) produced only anger.

Oddly enough it was directed not at me but at DowlIn. He pointed his finger at the blond dave sface, and
| remember that even &, thetime | marked his gesture as one | should avoid making, for it only
emphasized the difference in height between prince and dave. “Y ou can disappear, you conniving
lapdog!” shouted the prince.



Dowin kept marveloudy cam as he answered, “Y ou have aready told me, Minsanaur, that on the day
my patron dies, therewill be no more davesin the. City. | never mis—

understood you But asfor now, the sanaur iswell and re—

mansmy protection.”

Thefinger retreated, but there was achange in the focus of the prince' s eye, from hot rage to cold. “Only
if my grandfather knows, fool. If you dl disgppear, he can only presume, and quiterightly, that your
treacheries swept you away together.”

There were only four bladesin the min’ naur’ s party, one of the attendants being some sort of priest, but
that was four more blades than we had. Unless| could reach the one upon which Dowln had been
working, that with the wound-wire hilt. It had not yet been edged, but it would serve to turn ablow.

Possibly Arlinand | could take on four blades without wegpons of our own, presuming DowlIn didn’t get
too much inthe way. But we werein the middle of ahive of enemies, and in acapitd city of enemies;
however could we find our way free?

While | thought these things, aspeckle of small clouds passed over the sun, and the large workroom gave
the netted impression of light under water, or of the light that took me and let me go again on the day |
met you. | had a strange moment; adidocation of mind; | cannot say more. Perhapsit was what people
cal apresentiment. It may be | wasonly feding fear.

Dowln tried to step between Arlin and myself, to face the crown prince more closdly, but we did not
permit, S0 he wasforced to call over my heed, “L ook into the hallway, some one of you. Y ou will seethe
guardismissing.”

Reingish snorted. “ That mercenary. Of course heran. Hefearsme.”

“Hefearsyou but he servesme,” said Dowln, as though he were discussing the properties of gold as
versussiver. “Heisin the sanaur’ s gpartments now, where hiswifeis chambermaid. Heleft with my
prepared orders and with my token.”

Out of the corner of my eyes| saw the face of the dave behind me. He was collected, yes, but he was
white, and there was afilm of sweet over hisforehead. “We may be murdered, Minsanaur, but we
cannot disappear,” he said.

Min’naur Reingish thought. | could see his eyesflicker asthough he were reading wordsin theair. The
three other armed men shifted in place, but their hands did not leave their courtly rapiers. At last he said,
“Tokill youisnot murder under law, dave, any morethan killing ayapping dog. Tokill these ...”—and
that finger pointed again, thistime more effectively a me—"... would be....”

Much moredifficult, | said to mysdf, but only to myself.

“...would be only apublic duty. But | will spare my poor grandfather any further disturbance on this
terrible day.” He rubbed his deeve over hisface, and by the dark smearson the silk | knew that
Reingish, too, had been swest-ing. The three hands on three rapiers relaxed, and Reingish turned to go,
but then turned back.

“But | warn you, treacheroustool, | will make no peace with darkness!”

Thistimel did answer, asinoffensvely as| could, “Why not, Minsanaur of Rezhmia? Every day does.”



Reingish looked startled, but he was stalking out and did not ruin the dignity of it. When he was gone,
and his attendants with him, Arlin turned to me and spoke her first word since the incident began. “ That
was agood ling, Zhur-rie? Wasit spontaneous?’

| must have glared at her. “ Of courseit was.” My at-tention was caught by something she pulled from
beneath her jacket: athrowing dagger, smal and sparkling.

“Youdidn't think I’ d permit them to take everything, do you? Thiswould have evened the odds
considerably.”

Dowln came closer to examine the dagger with his professond eye. “Y ou would have killed him, then?
The minsanaur himsdf?Well, why not? Y ou, at least, are entirdy Veonyan.”

Before he could say more | interjected, “1 think you misunderstand me, g, if you think Arlin’sloyalties
are dif-ferent from my own.”

| stopped because out of the comm' of my eyel saw afigure sanding by thewal not far from the
doorway. It was garbed—or “tented” might be the more appropriate word—in crimson robing with a
dull gold undergarment. Its head was surmounted by a hat, that resembled the roof of the oratory in
Norwess. Its face was smiling shyly and the hem of its garments were dusty. | recognized thisfigure as
one of the attendants of the crown prince: the one without asword. The priest.

| was mystified. “How did you get back in here?’ | asked the man. “1 didn’t hear nor see you return.”

“I didn’t leave,” he answered, and his voice was degp and lush. A player’ svoice. | was startled by the
voice and then reflected that apriest’ s placeisritud, and ritual and theater are much dike. “I'm sorry if |
was not welcome.”

“Y ou were not there amoment ago,” stated Arlin, and the priest only widened his eyes, which in Rezhmia
means the same as a shoulder shrug but is consdered more palite.

Dowln gave agreat Sgh, asthough the events of the last hour had findly caught up to him. He scraped a
chair over the flags and sat reversed upon it, resting his chin on the high back. “Ngaul Eyluzh; since when
have you been made amember of Reingish’ sinner circle?’

Themaninred did not follow his host’ s example. He remained standing againgt the wall. “ Since never,
Lord Dowlin. They merely overstrode mein the hall and | was swept up among them. | am, you know,
not asprightly walker.”

Dowln rubbed the back of one hand over hisjaw, and as | watched him, | felt there was something
strange about the gesture. It wasthe lack of that small but unmistakable sound of abrasion that results
from contact with most men’s shaven faces. “1 see. A common coincidence.”

Eyluzh the priest shook his head chidingly. “Nothing is coincidence today, artifactor, and nothing is
common. Al-most one person in ten in the City isdead or badly injured. The floor of H Appid Niausis
become ahospita.”

* * %

Niaus sdhrineis, | think, one of the architecturd won-ders of Rezhmia. Amid thiscity of pink stoneitis
the largest wooden building, if a structure woven of willow wands may be considered wooden. It stands
four stories high, and each of the stripped withies that make it up has been dyed, either white with lime,
madder-red, golden, or of a blue made from ground lapis. Supposedly the City was built around

H’ Appid Niaus, which isimmensely old, asisthe priesthood that servesit. When one willow wand fails,
another of equa di-mension is stripped and dyed and fitted in its place, so that while the entirety is



ancient, none of the substanceis.

Much like the human body, | reflected, that adds and subtracts, adds and subtracts, while keeping to the
generd pattern.

H’ Appid Niaus breathed constantly, groaning, from wind and heet and cold, and the changing of the
angle of the sun. Or so | had heard. And it seemed that its strength of many weak pieces had survived the
devadtation that flattened huge stones.

So did most of the weak human bodiesin the City—survive, that is. The use of the shrineto carefor
them seemed fitting.

The priest in the gaudy robe withdrew his hands from the ends of hisdeeves and he billowed abit. |
gather the pockets of the garment were reached from within. “Herewe go,” he said, and then blew his
lipsout in contradiction. “No. Those are my beads. Here.”

Hiswhite hand, dwarfed by the mass of the fabric, held two objects: adip of paper and arod of
turquoise, ddlicate as a graphite pencil. | was aware that Arlin’ s attention sharp-ened at the sight of the
Sanaur Mynauzet' s persond token. He ddlivered these things not into Dowln’ s hand, but into mine.

The note was short and the letters careful and tiny. =

MY KINSMAN HAS A TASTE FOR THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE, KNOW THAT EYLLTZH WILL OVERFILL HISNEED. THERE
ISNO OBLIGATION, BUT THE SHRINE SERVES GOOD FOOD. (Sgn&j) GRANDFATHER MYNAUZET

The others must have thought the message dire, theway | stared at it, and the rapidity with which |
blinked. But it was only at the Signature | stared.

| was four years old the last time someone had admitted me as ablood relative.
“Y ou wish meto go with you and discuss the nature of God?’ | asked the priest. “Why?’
Eyluzh spread his hands degantly outward. “I would be honored.”

| shifted my stare from the paper to the man. “But why honored? Such discussions are not my province. |
have noth-ing to offer.”

It was bad enough that the priest looked disbdieving, but when | looked from him to Dowin, the
Ve onyan seemed aso to distrust my words, while Arlin, standing behind him, seemed to expressthat |
was capable of talking endlesdy about any and al subjects under the sun.

Eyluzh seemed more than disbelieving, however. He appeared redly disgppointed. “ Then what subject
would you liketo discuss, 0 King of the Dead? | would like very much to aid in the entertainment of so
sudden and strongly heralded avisitor asyourself.”

| could not tell whether the man was sarcastic, gently ironica or merely overpronouncing my name. |
gave him the benefit of doubt. “1 would liketo seethe shrineitsdf, if | might, Ngaul Eyluzh. My
conversation then can consst of gasps and cries of admiration, and | will thus escape contra-diction.”

The priest’ s eyes narrowed for amoment and he said nothing. | wondered if | had asked for too much,
but then he said, “1 think | can arrange that. Y ou understand it will be at a disadvantage, what with the
wounded ...

“Wearedl at adisadvantage now,” said DowlIn, perhapsto himself; and the priest turned hisred
presence around and started toward the door. | followed and Arlin after me, but DowlIn, not rising from
his chair,, plucked at her deeve and | heard him whisper: “It isvery difficult to get permisson from the
abbot to dlow aforeigner into the Appid. Eunuchs may not step into it nor yet touch the outer walls.



They suspect our touch will cause decay.”

| was not the only one to overhear this. Eyluzh' sface filled with distress. “No, artifactor! Y ou migudge
us. Itisonly that the strengths of your spirit are different from those of sexual man and not appropriate for
H’ Appid Niaus. We do not say inferior: only different.”

Dowln’slong pae face remained set. “Remarkable how those differences you detect never work to my
benefit, priest. Not inrdigion, law, or lifeitsdf”

Eyluzh shrugged like anortherner thistime, rude or not. “ Remember that | am not responsible for the
creation of any of these, DowlIn: not law, not religion, and certainly not lifeitsdlf.”

| had the feeling none of thiswas being said for thefirst time. Arlin threw her black shadow between the
men.

“Enough. It does't matter. | have no interest in fancy basketwork anyway, and Naz.huret does not need
me to wipe hisnose. If you permit, Dowln Goldsmith [and she relgpsed into Velonyie, to please the
man], | will remain here and distract you from work. We could play cards.”

“Or just 9t here and contaminate each other,” answered the blond, smiling tightly. Aswe were passing
under the doorway, | heard him add, for her ears, “ They are not over-enthusiastic about women either.”

Aswe passed down the cool stone corridor, lit only from derestories and shining adim russet from the
color of the stone, | heard the jeweler’ s guard returning, accompanied by booted feet and the jingle of
arms. We did not see the soldiers, since our paths had now diverged, but | was gratified that Dowln,
despite his dave status, had the power to win pro-tection from the highest subject in the land.

(Or perhapsit was because of it. Frequently our only recourse againgt abuseisthat our suffering
inconveniences someone ese. That isahorse sonly recourse, at any rate, and adave does not have
much better standing. | wondered if the emperor’ s horse would be called “Lord Horse’ by the

populace.)

| watched the turns of the hall with grest attention, be-cause | hate to get lost, especially withindoors. We
went past three left-hand doorways, al dosed, and then took the next turn, which had no door. Here the
windowswere at eye level and | was able to see we were a story above the ground. Below was a
garden, of the usual Rezhmian tubs-and-flagstones-around-a-pond variety, but this place, by the
earthquake' swhim, had suffered great damage. The tubs were thrown and broken, the pond an empty
hollow of stone and mortar, and the three-colored fish these people value so highly lay as so many gray
husks on the pavement. Some of the fish had been aslong asmy arm.

My guide, more ornate than the red, black, and white fish, had not stopped with me, and | had to jog so
as not to lose him. We went downdtairs, again to the left, and then took a sharp right into a narrow hdl
findy inlaid with shell and cord, that waslit by torches—like something from the dark ages. Aswe
passed dong, the smdll told me that the lamps were actually modern ail lanterns, fed—like DowlIn’ sruby
smdter—by Rezhmid star and ground-ail pits.

Thisroom opened out to an empty chamber of immense size, with spear-thin windows reaching thirty feet
up toward heaven, and with spots of lighter color on the walls and on certain of thetiles, asthough a
decoration had been removed.

The dean spot on the wall wasin the shape of atriangle and that led meto think | was in an abandoned
church. For amoment | felt apang for the loss of our home in Norwess, that was an abandoned
monagtery, and then | wasfollowing my guide out of the pink stone and into late sunlight.

My firgt reaction to H’ Appid Niaus was that its Sze was greeatly overrated. It looked like awayside



shrine, painted in clean, sky-colon. Thelines ofits architecture (I am no student of architecture) went up
and up, asthough the whole struc-ture was exhibiting the wei ghtless nature of the willow wands of which
it was congtructed. Then | noticed the size of the courtyard that lay between the shrine and us, and the
numbers of workers and the teams of oxen that were made small by comparison with the building, and |
knew that the perfection of its design made both distance and sizeillusory.

Ngaul Eyluzh waswatching mewetch it. “Well. What doesthe visitor think?’ he asked me.
| answered, “It has an effect like the stars. It reduces usto insgnificance.”
He laughed, but as though he expected that response, and he rubbed his hands together.

| had not uttered my entire thought, which wasthat | think it right and proper for the stars to reduce man
toin-significance, but that | prefer places human-built to have ahuman scale, for the truth isthat we are
notinggnificant at dl.

| remember that the yard in front of the shrine was acrazy pavement, made crazier in the last few days,
and that one spot of it wasthick and sticky and brown with blood. It would have taken dl the blood in a
human body to create such astain, and the carpet of fliesthat covered it gave afuzzy appearance, as
though it were a pot of crawling mold upon the rock. Eyluzh strode over thiswallow of blood, giving it
no attention, hisred skirts scraping over and sticking to the stuff. The sight of the red silks pulling over the
brown blood made me dightly sick.

Or maybe it was the smdll in the hot afternoon air. There was the odor of a daughterhouse around us,
and | began to wonder whether the worship of Niausinvolved animal sac-rifice; when it cameto me that
adaughterhouse, a battlefield, and ahospitd al share the same unpleasant stinks.

The stairs were of the usual pink sandstone, but the wall before us was as strange as | had been led to
expect. It rosefifty feet in thefirst story done, and ranked beside it was arow of pillars, each an entirefir
trunk, pedled, dyed, and inlaid in the shrine’ s colors, and connected to the building proper by “ropes’
woven of willow, thicker than my leg and ornate of pattern. There was something both odd and familiar
about this style of building, and after amoment’ sthought | redlized that H’ Appid Niaus was built like the
houses of Bol-oghini, if one of those homely dwellingswere raised to im-perid sze.

Above the second floor thewalls, swelled outward in what was doubtless more elaboration, of which |
could see only thefloor itsdlf, serving as an awning for, the entryway where | stiood. That entryway led in
funnel fashion toward the main doorway, that was perfectly round and woven into the whole like the rim
of abasket. The effect of thiswas to make the pedestrian fedl he was being led, pulled, or sucked
inductably into the building.

We, however, resisted the pull and stepped through a smal and more ordinary-looking doorway to the
left. Once within, | heard weeping and other unhappy sounds, but at some distance. Here the smell was
moreintense.

Theinterior of H' Appid Niaus made the stone corridors of the fortress seem amarvel of smplicity. Not
only werethese smdler and lacking in the right angles that reassure visitors, but the interior wallswere
woven so spardly that some light could pass through, and so it was possible to pack more and smaller
roomstightly into the space (like the grain of aloaf of fine white bread). The stripes and speckles of light
that touched upon each individua willow wand were echoed in large upon the walls themselves, so one
did not always know whether he was about to cross aroom or dam his nose upon a door two inches
away. Hearing might have made up for this confusion of sght, but the porosity of the building made the
sense of hearing equally unreliable. | dmost lost the priest anumber of times, and it seemed that H' Appid
Niauswas intent upon convincing methat | was not only insignificant, but adolt, besides.



| needed another sense, and s0 | unfocused my eyes, quieted my mind, and found one. | don’t know
exactly what my perception was, whether air against the face, echoes, or something more esoteric, but
suddenly | had no trouble with H’ Appid Niaus.

| caught up to Eyluzh, and it seemed he was disappointed that | wasn't lost aready. Even priests
appreciate petty mis-chief.

The rooms that opened out from the corridors were al dosed by wicker gates woven tightly, and so |
had the impres-sion that there was only this, tube of a passage, round and Winding like the gut of ahuge
beast. The smdll helped the image adong. When the passage opened into the great assem-bly, chamber,
we were aready at the back of the building and | could see the open top of the basket—the great
door—at the other end, with bright light of day shining through.

The hal was high-domed, and the floor of it was not willow but pink stone, that reflected the shell and
cord inlaysof thewadl. Standing, in rows as straight as soldiers on parade or pieces on agame board
were satues: twice life-height, each of them different. | could not make them out at this distance, but, by
the number and lengths, of the limbs | sus-pected they were not carved in the redistic school. | spent little
time examining these, for mixed among them, in rows of less order, were the ranks of wounded and sick,
and the nursesthat bustled among them.

Some of the patients were on folding cots, military style, and some of them werelaid out on the floor
itsdlf. It wasfrom this room that the groans and weeping had come. And from this room came the smell.

Eyluzh had aready taken hold of my deeve, to prevent me from stepping further toward the infirmary.
“Alas, vis-itor, [cannot show you the hal today.”

| told him I wished only to see how the people were doing, but he shook hishead until his hat tinkled.
“No, it isexactly because of them | cannot; the presence of uncleanness | have renounced.”

| must have stared at the man, for he continued. “It is not that we are heartless, visitor. We have our
healing orders, too. But my work is different.”

When | hesitated again, he added, “And they do not need your help, my friend. They did not ask for it.”

We climbed, and my orientation began to fail mefor the numerous turns and the lack of windows aong
the staircase. | depended more heavily upon the sense or combination of senses| had discovered in the
passages below, until it became easier to step with my eyes closed. | would have taken off my boots as
wdll, to fed thetexture of thetilesthat crusted the wicker Sair treads, but, | suspected bare feet might be
prohibited in the heart of the Appid, along with eunuchs and women and peoplein physical distress.
Instead | rolled up my deevesand let the air speak to the hair on my arms.

Now | could fed the breeze that had blown through the shrine yard, and which blew in reduced form
through the huge basket that was the shrine. | made alittle model of H’ Appid Mausin my mind, added
the staircase, mysdlf, and the blowing wind, and regained a perception of where | was.

We had climbed for some minutes and the priest was puffing like aporpoisein front of me. | heard this
noise echoed from above and knew we had reached a ceiling.

| opened my eyes and blinked at the light pouring through a high-arched window. Wind made the woven
shut-ter shudder againgt its moorings. | looked out and saw the Fortress City risng below melike raw
pink mountains. Here and there oily smoke made ropes across the sky. The hall of fake torcheswas
acrossthe yard below us, and farther off stood the gate through which Arlin and | had entered the City
only thismorning. My self-conceit rose measurably; the building had not succeeded in turning me around
adl.



Ngaul Eyluzh wastrying to dose thewindow, but the breeze fought him. | helped him haul around the big
shutter and secure it, whereupon this high chamber became as dim asthe rest of the shrine.

“Better!” the priest said. He dusted his hands upon one another. He caught his breath and looked at me
closdly. “ Sometimes people get lost on their first trip into H’ Appid Niaus,” hetold me.

“I believethat,” | answered. “And for many vists after, too. It's not obvious.”

“You did not get logt, visitor.” Hisvoice seemed to hold alittle disgppointment, but he turned away from
me and led across aroom the size of agood housA—in Sordding, again dl of willow and furnished only
by one woolen rug and three wicker boxes. Eyluzh's sticky scarlet hem pulled against the imperfections
of the wicker asit had against the dried blood.

Each wicker box Was missing itstop and half of one side, and had been piled with pillows. Therewasa
teaservice of three precious metals soread out on the rug between them. Eyluzh doffed hishigh hat, fell
backward into abox, and let the pillows support him. | could see only hisface and feet. “We test
everyone with the maze and stairrago | am glad you did not fail it.”

| laughed at him: his portentous words and idiotic ap-pearance. “1I’m glad | passed, too. | hate to ask for
directionsfrom strangers. But why test me? What can it matter that a nobody like me knows east from
wes?’

Eyluzh pointed afinger at me. | had thought the gesture was considered impolitein Rezhmia. “You are
not nobody, visitor. Besides, we test everyone. Everyone tests everyone, constantly. Have you never
heard of the War of Wisdoms? Oh—sit down. | don’t mean to be rude.”

| squatted on my haunches on the rug.
“No, no. Inachair, of course.” Hewaggled that finger again. “Either chair.”

| looked into the padded recesses and felt | had to draw the line. “No thank you, Ngaul Eyluzh. I'm
happy enough on therug.”

Hisdark eyeswere bright, like abird's. “ Afraid of closed places?’

| considered the matter and could not convict mysdf. “No, | just can’t imagine feding comfortableina
box of pillows. And | have never heard of the War of Wisdoms.” As| spoke | was thinking, with some
fedling, that Rezhmia seemed to interpret everything as amatter of war.

Eyluzh must have read my face, for he smiled, and hisround cheeks grew rounder, and his mouth, much
like awoman’'s, made a shape like the bows of the Naiish. Hisfeet (so obviousin the strange couch)
drummed againg the pil-lowsin glee.

“Oh, my dear vigtor! Y ou misunderstand me. Thisdis-cussion is not to make you unhappy. We play at
our word-battles as other people play check-board. It isaway of passing thetime and also ... and a so of
discovering truth. And, of course, we are going to feed you: tea and sweet cakes.”

His manner was so winning that my worry melted. | knew a moment’s pang for Arlin, who had been
eating toasted barley and wild rootsfor so long now. But Arlin preferred her food piquant; | wasachild
inmy tastes.

“Ngaul Eyluzh, at last | redize that you are acomedian, under your imposing robes,” | said, and Eyluzh
gave me an owl Stare.

“It took you so long? And | don't think the robes are imposing: only uncomfortable. To astranger | must
beasght!” Asl heard him, awicker door butted open and avery small figure shuffled into the chamber



with atray. Thistray waslarge and gold, and he set it down between us.

The cooking of Rezhmia puts our own to shame, old friend. It is not that we have aracia inadequacy.
We have merdly a short growing season. | counted seven different stuffed cakes on thetray, aswell as
three pasties. Some were obvioudy sweet, while others smelled wonderfully like din-ner. Tears sprang to
my eyes, for fancy cakes have apiritud significance than nobody in thisworld understands but me.
Beside all thisglory was set atall golden tegpot with aspout in the shape of astork’ s head and bill, and
two ornate gold cups.

“Don’t fed obliged to drink thetea,” grunted Eyluzh, as hisfoot soles scrabbled and extended from the
box with their owner following. “It'snot ataste for ... for northern-ers.”

| am astypica anortherner as Arlinisatypical woman. | poured for both the priest and mysdf. Then|
bit into apadtry.

Food never livesup to itssmell, but it was ill welcome. Eyluzh started right in on the sweets, and after
he had reduced one to crumbs, he wiped his baby face with his baby hand and began upon me.

“Tdl me, vigtor. What isthe name of God?’

| ceasad chewing, let the question ring in my head awhile, and said in turn, “Y our city is broken and your
people suffering.”

Eyluzh heard me expressionlesdy, in the same manner that Arlin cheats at cards. He lifted his cup and
swigged the hot tea, loudly. | imitated him, and the beverage tasted like the blade of asickle that had cut
weeds dl day.

The priest tried again. “And how many are the faces of God?” Thistime| felt morein tune with the
discussion. “How many died in the earthquake, Ngaul ? How many lived through it? How many of these
wereyour friends?’

He put down an empty cup. So did I. *Y our methods are unorthodox, vigtor. Thisis adversarid, likethe
courts of law, whose job isto find the truth.”

| sighed and took up another trest. “1 have never seen much truth unearthed by the process of law.
Science givesyou facts at least, and | am ascientist.”

| blush that | bragged about that, but the sugar was going to my head in the pleasantest way. Ngaul
Eyluzh grinned at me. He was bald under his headdress, as though the weight of it had squeezed off his
hair. “I never heard of abarbarian scientist. Rezhmiaisthe land of science. Although of course | don't
practice science.”

“Why not?’
“The arts are more sacred. But |et us return to our hoeing. Now you ask me a question.”

| had not anticipated this, and spoke onimpulse. “Tell me, Eyluzh. Who were you yesterday? Who will
you be tomorrow?’

The priest’ s gaze sharpened, and he looked dy. “1 was the same yesterday, and will be tomorrow. | have
aways been Eyluzh, and will befor eternity.”

If the man had not said his own name | might have accepted the answer, for | remember eternity—at
least some-times. But because he claimed to take his name and face and maybe even his dusty robes
with him, | was struck with pity, as though he had told me he trusted the pancake of the moon to feed
him and the ocean to hold him up. Suddenly the air brightened and | saw avision: Eyluzh the priest, or a



least his robes, and the headdress and the bones that underlay hisface, dry and rotten before me,
covered with dust and busy spiders, the bony hand outstretched to take his life with him wherelife does
not go. Thiswas not a picture within the head. If it was of theimagination it was of the eyes, too, and |
stood in horror and sorrow at the sight

In another moment it had faded and | looked down at the priest’s, living face, mottled and pae and
gasping. | had not had my vison aone.

Then | wasangry. “Thiscountry,” | said, “... or at least this season .. attemptsto push me where| have
no intention of going. Signs and portents. Circular prophesies. | do not accept them. They are ...
inappropriate. Worse! They are vulgar! Cheap!”

Eyluzh had gathered himsdf somewhat, though he fill blew like a whale. He raised a chiding finger to me.
“Still you cannot escape your destiny,” he said with ashade of his. natura complacence.

| lost my temper, which | rarely do. ** Spareme!” | shouted. The young server pushed his head through
the door and blinked a me. “ Spare me these trite destinies. Meaning-lessword! What will be, will be: of
course. Otherwiseit won't be. Y ou' re chasing your tail when you speak of des—

tiny. 1

| began to take hold of my own reins. | took a deep breath, which smelled ddlicious. | felt very strong,
very ready for anything. “Thetruth is not hidden, priest of Niaus. It isopento al. Only wetend to look
around us with our eyes dosed.”

My red mood lifted, and the pomposity of my statementsrangin my ears. | giggled a mysdlf Eyluzh
giggled with me. We stared at one another and my amiling face felt very iff

“I’'m glad you me straight about that,” he said, and | had to laugh harder. So did he. He added, “It'sa
very potent drug and I’ m surprised you' re still sanding.”

It took me afew seconds to understand what he had said, and then | felt mysdlf faling—or at least my
viewpoint getting lower. My body felt nothing. There was amoment’ s panic and | remembered that | had
left Arlin done and done this stupid thing. Rise, | told mysdlf: booted mysdlf, whipped mysdlf; and then |
did riseagain, but my body didn’t.

To have died twice by thetime | am thirty yearsold, | wondered, as| floated above this scenelike a
moth fluttering in a basket. Thistime there would be no Powl to reason me back again, for the priest had
had every intention of driving me out of my body: thisfunny, prim little man, this priest who was not
permitted contact with blood.

Ngaul Eyluzh was peering down over me, and ‘| looked like a hegp of linen and straw with small brown
hands. The scuttling servant joined him and then my soul’ s attention began to waver.

“Y ou gave him too much,” said the servant, in tones no servant uses to a master, and the priest shook his
head in confusion.

What was too much of apoison, aslong asthe victim be dead? More to the point, why was| fighting
death, once already killed? When | had died before, | had not brawled on like this, striking with no-arms
and no-legs againg the fabric of my circumstance. Thiswas not dignified.

But | was not fedling dignified, | was both outraged and afraid together.

Arlin. | had left Arlin. My no-mouth caled her name, but to my fury she did not come and | did not go. |
saw the weave of the calling, from within. | saw the shrineitsalf from outsidein thefreeair, high up. | was



apowerless phantom, and my notions of how life worked rosein rebellion: againgt strange and unjust
saints and their cohort, against prophecy, omens, dreams, and suchlike superstition. My God was a

God of optics, of long waiting, careful notebooks, and con-clusions tentative. In this God of omensand
destinies and cheap theatrics | did not believe.

Floating and fading, | began to think again, and even as the blue of the sky surrounded me and beat
through my no-body, | became the man of science and | made an experiment.

“Dowln,” | cdled, or thought or imagined. “Let your dreams be for something. Dream me down.” |
thought these words three times—not because three is amagic number, but in order to give my calling a
fair chance.

Thelight that swam through me dimmed dightly and then more. | wasin the workroom of the jeweler and
before me sat My Lady Arlin, tossing an gpple into the air and spearing it upon her dagger. She looked
through me. Dowln sat behind her, one eye upon the door. | was Sitting (in amanner of speaking) on the
table.

“How long,” she said in her hoarse, smoky voice, “isthisdithering Y ule ornament of apriest going to
keep Zhur-tie? He has awar to prevent, you know.”

Her lean face, with its coloring of dusk and of clouds, had never seemed more beautiful to me, nor her
skill at jug-gling moreimpressive. | was able to gpproach her very closdly, far closer than my body’s
eyes could have focused without alens, and | saw the pulsein her throat.

She did not seem meaninglessto me as my own sdalf had: not meaninglessat dl. Even theflick of the
dagger that sent the raddled apple again into the air wasimbued with layered purpose. Likely the
difference | saw wasthat Arlin’sbody held life, while Zhurrie sdid not Or perhapsit was only that |
would miss Arlin more.

She, had not received an answer to her question, and her face stretched into asmile. “You don’t believe
me, landsman? That Nazhuret was sent here alone but for me, to stop thiswar? Or that he can do it?
Dowiln, you are aseer and an artist, but you do not know Nazhuret.”

Still, response, so she turned to look a DowlIn, and I, too, shifted my attention. DowlIn’sface was tense
and white, and his eyeswere not quite upon Arlin’s. He waslooking a me.

| was surprised, because | hao—not redlly believed | was there mysdif: “Get to safety. With Arlin,” | said
asclearly as| knew how. “ The shrinewas atrap. They will come for her next. Get out of here. Flee”
When he merdly stared and gaped, | added, “I like thislessthan you do! | am aman of science, not of
goparitions”

He knocked his chair backward and staggered toward us, one arm pointing. “Look, Arlin! Nazhuret! He
iswith usagain. Something isvery wrong!”

Asthough | had been summoned by his naming—of me, | felt myself in human form,—though | wasno
more opaque than bottle glass. Having hands, | sought for one of Arlin’s, and took it She gave agasp
and met my eyes.

| said, “Go. | am dead. The priest poisoned me. They must mean to kill you, too. Hide. Use dl your skill
and leave the country.”

| didn’t know whether she heard me. Arlin held to my arm-without-substance and | felt agrief | had
never felt—be-fore. | would sooner have been turned into a cold stone upon her sword hilt, or amute
fleaupon her person, asto be dead and silently drifting up away from her as she clagped my hand.



| could not stay longer, the two werein arushing river al around me, that covered me over but touched
menot at dl. | held her hand against the force of it, but that lean hand had the flesh ripped from it and |
was gripping askeleton, and saying my good-byesto amass of ragsand bone. | let go and stared at my
own hand, so glassy-clear, and then DowlIn scrambled below me, aso garbed in his own bones, and the
staring teeth shouted, “Nazhuret. Itisn't ... | don’t believe you are dead!”

Now the air was shiny green glass, molten glass, and the specter of my lady and my friend cartwheeled
away into the distance. | stared again at my own glassy hand and shouted, “ Oh!”

“Oh. That makesmore sense,” | said, or thought | said. | turned away from the vitreousriver and it
vanished like a picture on the page of abook, when that pageisturned.

My memories of death are cloudy, like the memories of timesbefore | could speak, but | remember that
desth was not trivid. It was not fruStrating. It did not offend my human reason—if | still possessed
human reason. This Sate was of-fensive.

It occurred to methat | had one tool that might serve me when hands and voice and even reason were
gone. Powl, you gave methat tool, never naming it, nor telling meits use, and not knowingits use | had
tried it out againgt dl the exigencies of my life. It was good against anything—pain, failure, confusion.

| collected my bodiless sdif, fighting against the memory of Arlin’srotting dead hand, againgt her need of
me and mine (so much more painful) of her. | waited with concentration and no set god hi the
nothingness that surrounded me. In the belly of the wolf. I’ had no discomfort to distract me, save that of
having no discomfort, and | was bothered by no thoughts. It was an immense contemplation, while
around me | heard wailing and the buffet of air againgt my ears, asthough | had falen into the hell of
winds.

Ngaul Eyluzh was peering a me, blinking. He had no hat. “No, heisnot dead after dl,” hesaid.

“I knew that dready,” | answered him, but the force of my words or some other force threw me away
into space and it required alot, of effort to maintain mysalf without panic.

* % %

“A man may befdling off adliff, with nothing but death below, and yet bein complete control of himsdf,”
you then said to me. Y ou were Sitting on the stoop of the observatory. Y our head was sunburned. Y ou
took note of Arlin’sscowl to say, “1 did not intend to diminish your sex, woman. In language, the mae
embracesthefemale”

“At his convenience, he does. What you say, Daran, you intended to say. Y ou don't do things by
accident.”

| remembered this exchange. It was out of the past. Arlin used to sabotage her lessons by being
offended, as | used to do the same by distracting my teacher. | turned to tell her I knew what she was
doing, but Arlin was not dtting on the grass, nor perched on the root of the oak.

Arlin had the sword—Dowln’ s sword with the woven hilt-4n her hand, and she wasin dert stance, her
gray eyesblack with attention. Behind her wasawall of inlay, the pattern lost in the dim light, and
following her was Dowln, hisflaxen hair shining. There was no Powl, of course. Y ou had been atrick of

memory.

| did not talk to Arlin, lest my words bounce me away again, but merdly followed her down this
unrecognized hall-way to an arch that led to another likeit. A woman in the pink-salmon silks of empire
swished through, and Arlin flung hersalf down on the eunuch, flattening hisyellow hair and linen benegth
her night-colors. Her eyes did not leave the Rezhmian hen, who waddled out one door, and in another.



Arlin’s sword was unencumbered and ready until the woman disappeared, at which time she dlowed
Dowlnto lift hisface from the paving.

My lady isadreadful enemy. A magnificent friend. Dowln stared at her in shock.

He saw me beside them as he followed her through the archway. “Look,” he whispered, plucking at
Arlin'sdeeve. “Heisdill with us. Look.”

Arlinturned again, and her face wasimplacable, devoid of softness. | would have gpologized, for offering
such dis-traction, but Dowln' s attention had aready catapulted me high and away.

| saw my mother die, vomiting blood. | saw myself asqualing baby.

| saw the present King of Velonya, pae and taut-jawed, gazing down into the waters of his spring.
Behind him was an old woman, holding the hand of atodcller: fat, carrot-headed. The child had a
wooden sword, with which he hit the water. The father carried none. His shoes and trees were getting
gplashed. He has notorioudly little concern for his costume.

| saw agresat dedl of air, and the earth far below, rounded and dark like awooden ball. The sensation of
fdling was overwhelming, and my concentration fatered, making it worse. | reminded mysdlf that | had
no body at the moment, and if something as weighty as a mouse can drop from high places unharmed,
then surely aman with no weight at al need not fear. | did not cease fearing: not entirely, but neither did |
drop. The scenerolled away once again.

“Hewill do, hewill do,” said theface of Ngaul Eyluzh, from very dose. “Though | do not: know why he
should have proved so susceptible to the drug.”

The servant who was not a servant was squatting on the rug behind Eyluzh. “ Often the barbarians are like
that. Per-hapsit istheir coarse, smple diet, which does not accustom them to rich liquorsand ... and
herbs of various sorts.”

The priest was peering at something. Me, | suppose. “Not smple diet, Father. Smple brains.” He
seemed content with what he found in my face, for he said very forcefully, “Get up, fellow. Stand!”

| thought I might oblige him, rude as he was with hisremark about my brains, for | had astrong desireto
make everyone around me happy. An unusudly strong desire. Still, | was being careful of my positionin
“the belly of the wolf.” Quiet observation had served me well so far, despite the antics of the world
around me, so | merdly listened to hiswords as | had listened to the wind in the wickerwork, and
perceived light,, shadows, and theirritation on hisround face.

The door behind, the chamber opened, and, through it | stepped, and stared down at mysalf | mean, it
was Reingish who came through. “Is he tamed yet?’ the prince asked.

| am committing a dishonesty, in describing my obser-vationsto you in this manner. | cannot be sure
these vignettes were experienced in the order described, or whether they were sequentid at all.

| nterspersed among them were mo-ments of flight, of forgetfulness: momentsinwhich | lost control of the
imbecile creature | wasriding, named Na-zhuret. | cannot fit anywhere in this sequence the image of the
hart with the moon caught in his horns, though that fedls most important, nor the sudden understanding |
cameto regarding the retrograde periods of Mercury.

| lost Nazhuret many times, but | guessthat | did not lose my attention, for it was at a moment
dose-connected with the sight of the princethat | decided | must take more of a control over what had
happened to me.

| had called my method of self-collection awegpon, and the only onethat | possessed. | now



remembered that | had another, that | had already used without recognizing it | had used the method of
science to discover what my no-body could do. It was very difficult to maintain both science and the
clarity of mind | wasfinding in the belly of thewolf, so upon impulse | decided to essay atest. | would
convert my meditation and my scienceinto real wegpons, which | would clench in my non-substantial
hands for security.

| did not specify what the weapons would be, athough I expected that self-collection would be some
sort of shield and science the more active toal, that would therefore be held in the right hand. | wasvery
aurprised to find myself—or rather the linen-haired Nazhuret above which | hovered—holding in hisleft
hand a short, thick sword of a style that our great-grandfathers would have considered antique, and in his
right around shid, glimmering inthe evening light.

Science, even when the experiment goes as expected, aways brings alittle surprise with it. The three
Rezinnians who confronted the body of Nazhuret drew away from my experiment smartly, and gasped. It
had never occurred to me that other eyeswould be able to perceive what was only amnemonic device
tome.

Nazhuret stood up, with sword and shield.

The minsanaur had no sword: only the red dagger around his neck that was the symbol of his hatred. He
backed away and showed hisanger to hisown minionsinstead. “Y ou fools! What good was all this? The
bastard is more dangerous than before!”

Thelittle fellow who had brought the teawasless afraid of his prince than of asword of magicin the
hands of his prince’ s double. He disappeared through the wicker doorway into the kitchen. Reingish
gtrode after him, cursing.

Ngaul Eyluzh was made of stronger metal. He stood before the body | manipulated (my body) and he
repested the words “ Do no harm, visitor. Do no harm.”

He could have chosen no better control over me. | reemember dearly the tune when the whole world was
larger than |, and had more capacity to hurt. Whether Nazhuret is dreaming or awake, he will not hurt
anyone who pleads with him. But the priest had done me enough damage that | was not melted atogether
by hispleas, and | pushed beyond him, seeking the stairs out of this high trap of wicker.

It seemed to me then that | might aswell be playing twenty-guard, or some similar board game, for |
hovered above and worked my clever little game piece with invisble fingers. Remotely. | knew the stairs
were behind and to the left of Nazhuret, but it was ajob to turn him around. When he did move,
uncertainly to theleft, the priest interfered again, and | wasimpressed at how adroitly Nazhuret moved
sword and shield (science and contemplation) to ward him off. With no command from me. With no one
a home,

Before my game piece could find the stairs, Reingish had dammed through the wicker door again, this
time armed with a kitchen knife, and with this he came at the ensorcelled Nazhuret, with his magic sword
and shidld. | thought at the time that the prince’ s act was very brave.

It seemed | could only get in Nazhuret’ sway, so | et him handle the assault as he had handled Ngaul
Eyluzh. The battle was no credit to either fighter, seen critically, for Na-zhuret was not redly accustomed
to the use of ancient ar-maments, and of course he was not in his right mind. Reingish, however, was
probably totally untutored in the uses of a carving knive. He probably didn’t even cut the roast at table.

He attacked three times and received three wounds, the deegpest one by ramming himsdf upon
Nazhuret' s sword.



Nazhuret had taken no wound, except that which had severed him from me. | wondered what it was, for
the min-sanaur, to look into those eyesthat were dmost his own. Did Nazhuret look mad, or mindless? I
| were Reingish, it would have given me bad dreams.

At last the prince backed off, panting and bleeding, and Nazhuret made it to the Staircase and put one
foot uponiit. “ Stop!”

Now Reingish was on hisknees. “ By the five hundred faces of God and by histhousand hands, | adjure
you, stop!”

Nazhuret paid no attention, but | did. Reingish waslift-ing his hand, and brilliance flickered in the air. “By
thelight that | carry and thelight that | am, | cast dark into darlmess! Begone! Begone! Begone!”

Thelight of hisdiamond exploded and took me with it, dazzled and dumb, into blackness. | did not know
what had happened to Nazhuret; | 1eft him behind again.

| waswithout sight, without hearing, without feding. | was not without time, because time' s anxiety
surrounded me, and worse, | was not without “1”.

Thiswas not degth; thiswas far more fearsome. There were memoriesin my mind, but they had no
power to com-fort—only to worry, toirritate. To frighten.

There was the thought thet they had killed Arlin, and

I' |—I waslocked in abox between life and death and could not follow. There was the thought that
Rezhmia had overrun Velonyaas far north as Sordaling, and that it was my fault somehow, for being in
the dreams of the sanaur’ s prophet. | thought that | had killed Dowin, as he had feared. | wished | had
killed him much sooner. | wondered if dl my friends and my enemieswere long deed.

The heavy weight and agony of these thoughts was dl in theword “1.” No one ought to carry such a
heavy weight, without material shouldersand a strong anima being to heft it with. | wished to God |
might berid of “I,” now that Nazhuret was gone. | wished for amiracle.

God, however, has always been as =predictable as Powl to me, and has answered me more with
methods than mir-acles. | had learned my methods long since and now was forced to deal with them.

| used self-collection to pull my scattered being together in the darkness. When confusion washed over
me | observed it, until | thought | knew more about despair than any man dive. Or dmogt dive.

Next, after solitary ages, came grief which wasless deadly than despair, but more seductive. | had
known Arlin as agrown woman for admost six years, and the child she had been | remembered from my
own childhood. I had known afew other women, for daysat atime, but my black lady | loved as | loved
no other soul, man or woman. And her loyalty to me was stronger than mine to her: unbroken since her
thirteenth year.

Could she live without me? With whom e se could she live? What other man could see her perfection?
Whom would she allow to know her perfection, didiking most of mankind as she did?

Could she die without me? Dead or alive she would look for me; neither in death nor lifewas| to be
found. | thought I heard my lady’ svoice caling in the featurelessdark. | kept ascam as| could, for
Arlin'ssake. | heard her again.

There was aflash—of light, or hope, or something. Per-hapsit had been there unnoticed for along time.
It was not above me nor below. | took different attitudesto it, trying to, seeit asa horizon, asarope, as
an adamant in anecklace, and then | disciplined my experiments. | postulated that the shining was from
the diamond of the minsanaur that had thrust meinto hishell. | tried to climbit.



| stuck mysdlf to the lance of light and went higher: brighter. | was succeeding, but after dl | doubted it
was a diamond, for it wastoo linear. Suddenly | knew my hy-pothesis had been wrong. | was climbing
the star of light coming from the sgpphire on my own hand. (Thereisno lossin being disproved, in
science. The gain comes from having an answer at dl.)

| was sitting on the wickerwork staircase, my two hands raised above my head in amimic of
rope-climbing. The light was|ower, but aglow of silver came out of the blackness of the stone on my
finger. Therewasno onearound meat al.

| amogt lost mysdlf in the intestines of the building, because it was made to be an illusion, and besidesthe
light had changed. Then | remembered to close my eyesas| ran. It became an exciting progress, and |
left some skin and blood against the woven walls. From the distance | could hear peo-ple shouting, and
even aheavy chanting of many voices, that sifted through the filter of wickerwork sothat | could not
understand anything said.

Space dapped me as hard as any of thewalls. | opened my eyes and stumbled into the great hall, where
the sick lay still and the hedlers stood listening. There was no sound louder than awhisper. Being no
priest, | stepped across the sandstone floor to the closest bed, where aman lay smelling of broken guts.
Hisface was green and his eyesfrightened. Not of hisinjury, | thought.

| asked what had happened, in my best idiomatic Rezh-mian. He answered me: “War.”

The courtyard wasfilled with people standing in smal dumps, seeming to my 4A7ET| sensesto reflect
the clotting blood on the pavement. | ran without any thought saveto find Arlin, and | retraced my steps
to DowlIn’ sworkshop, only to find it locked.

Of course: | had seen them flee the place. | had seen them in adream, adrug-dream, afantasy, but | had
No sense or memory to go by now except that drug-dream, so | followed the vision of a corridor past the
big.archway, past scurrying women, past tubs of roses, past achild' sfurteral, where hissmall body lay
under the heavy brocade wrap, crushed by yesterday’ s disaster, and men al around me shouted and
caled and dragged the heavy clanging arms of, tomorrow’ s disaster. | brushed by soldiers, but none of
them stopped me. | heard the sound of my own name, but | was not certain whether it belonged to my
recent drug enchantment or to the present moment.

Thelight wasfailing, and | waslogt. | needed to find Arlin, and I ought to find the sanaur who had
declared thisimpossible war. | held myself upright by the trunks of two potted apricot trees and tried to
think how to accomplish ether of these goals.

| had never been to the sanaur’ s persona chambers, or to those of hisintimates. | presumed they werein
this build-ing, for we had seen him in the doorway only yesterday—and then his pet jeweler was here.
But there was no proof of this.

Asfor Arlin, in my ddirium | had only seen her in the passages. | had no ideawhere Dowln would take
her.

hi another moment | realized that Dowln would take my lady nowhere, because no one could lead or
drive Arlin, nor any student of yours. She would decide where she was going, even to the last extremity.
And wherewould she go?

Like me, shewould fed she ought to find the sanaur.

| was leaning on the saplings, and they bent with my weight. | could no longer forget that | had been
poisoned and till felt somewhat sick. It occurred to me | could vomit behind the huge pot and fedl better
for it. It occurred to me more strongly that | had to piss.



Remember, you forbade meto pissagaingt buildings, let donein them?Y ou said it was unhygienic and
encouraged the dogs. Here | had no accessto civilized facilities and the windows were too high for
human aim. | voided into the pot with the apricot trees, and was only haf done when an old woman,
dressed in apricot color hersalf, shuffled up be-hind me and ordered meto des<t. It wastoo late for such
aninjunction, and | continued to piss on the tree, feding more humiliated than aman sick and amid
catastrophe ought to fed!.

| gpologized in what words | could find and explained it was an emergency.
“It isan emergency for everyone, lad,” she answered. “But we are not al peeing on the bushes.”

Something about her accent drew my embarrassed face toward hersand | saw this was an old dame of
some qudity, with abruised face and one arm wrapped in linen. Although her words had been sharp her
eyes seemed human enough, and as she saw me swaying she stepped forward as though to catch me.

“Brace up now. We'ved| suffered inthis,” she said, lessangrily but till tart. | nodded and did not put
any weight againg her ederly frame. “Tell me, lad. How many did you lose yesterday?’

| felt animpulseto laugh and quashed it. “Logt literaly, Grandmother. | have lost my companionssince
noon today and | have lost the sanaur’ s chambers completely!”

She nodded, winced, and held her broken arm more till. “'Y ou can’t get there through the main hall
anymore. That’ syour problem. Follow me.”

Theold lady st off inthedirection | had been going and | picked up my weapons and followed,
adjusting my stepsto hers. She gave awide stare at the antique sword and shield that | was dangling
from my fingersto appear as harm-less as possible.

“Those come off awall in the earthquake?’ she asked me, and | answered, truthfully, that ,1 did not
know.

Again | heard Arlin call my name, but the, old lady did not respond to the sound. Perhaps she was only
hard of hearing, for the call seemed very red and not magical at dl. | felt astrong desire to dodge past
my guide and run down the sandstone corridor, caling in my own right, but | could not tell where the
voice camefrom, and | might go wrong aswell asright.

| wanted to pick the old lady up and carry her, asonce

| did afarmer’ sdaughter in the fields of Satt Territory, but her goodwill was everything. | followed
behind her little feet and heavy skirts, whilethe last daylight died and | knew something terrible and
important was hgppening without me.

| heard running feet down another corridor, echoing from everywhere. There was a shout, which faded.

A man came by in the opposite direction, lighting the wall sconces one by one. He moved very quietly,
and very dowly.

“Once you have grandchildren, itiseasier,” she said over her shoulder. Her lined face was black and
whitein the lamplight. “They may kill one of your children, or even al, but you will have someto carry
on.”

| asked her who “they” were and she answered, “ Any-thing. The earthquake. Thiswar.
Great-grandchildren are even better. Once your grandchildren begin to bear, you can stop worrying.”
She turned and peered at my face.

“But you' re achild yourself: Not old enough for your own children.”



| replied “Oh, I'm old enough, Grandmother: well old enough. | don’t have any children, though.”

Theold lady turned awvay and sighed ludtily. * Just some mother’ sworry yourself: That’ swhat you are.
Just another worry.

It hardly seemed afair accusation. My mother must have worried about me severdly for thefirst few
years of my life, but then she went beyond worry, and for the most of my youth | worried no one but
variousingructors. And mysdlf. Y et the old woman’ s complaint drew fedlings of unease and regret from
me. My heart was besting heavily. | touched the belly of the wolf to find composure.

Thistime| was sure the voice was Arlin’ s and not asouvenir of my ddirium. | asked my guideif she
heard any-thing, and she answered, “Oh, they’ re digging up walls, fill. They’ |l be doing that for weeks, |
imagine.” Shelooked around again, lost mein the dark, and took a grip upon my deeve and marched me
on.

She ‘did not hear what | heard, but | soon began to hear what she did, and it did not sound like shovels
tome.

“They arefighting, | think, Grandmother. Can you tell me where?’

The old lady shrugged, perfectly calmly. “Therewill befighting, with thiswar after dl.” | wondered if she
had under-stood. | decided to push past her, for the sounds of violence themsalves might lead meto
Arlin.

But there was something about this haf-heard battle that did not seem like Arlin. That dull clang of metal
was of blade brought hard against blade. There were the gnints and bel-lows of men using their weight
againg one another, cruddy. My lady did not fight like that, nor did she alow any hulk of aman to use
such weapons againgt her. Arlin’s battles were slent except for thelight ring of the saber. And the sound
of bodiesfaling. | did not rush past the old lady after dl, and that was my grest fortune, for she pressed
her good shoulder againgt anarrow, leather-padded, and inlaid door to the left of the hall, and | followed
her into along chamber and the presence of the emperor.

Hewas at the head of a black table scattered with papers, looking very shrunken and small in ablack
leather chair. Behind him stood three guardsmen in attitude of defense and four otherslay dead around
them. The mosaic floor of sand-stone and turquoise was earthquake-cracked and dippery with new
blood, and | saw myself standing by adoor &t the other side of the council room, assaulting the sanaur’s
men with adowhee.

It was an astonishing sight, and it came on top of too many astonishments. For along moment | could
only stand and watch myself, thinking that | was not free of the en-chantment after dl, and abody that
was minewas still mov-ing independently from me. Independent and wicked.

Nazhuret smashed aside the blade of one more of the guards and disembowel ed the poor man at his
master’ sfeet. Seeing this| wasfreed from my paraysis, for the blow was heavy and crude and did not
use the dowheein its strength. Thiswas not how Nazhuret, body or mind, had been taught to fight. |
turned to assure my ederly guide that thisfellow attacking the sanaur was not the lad she had helped
aong the hdls, but she was no longer beside me, nor anywhere in the long room. It was as though she
had never been.

The sanaur stood, pressing back againgt the table. “Y ou do not fool me, Reingish,” he said. Hisvoice
echoed among the stones and the hangings of the room.

“I don't need to fool you, Grandfather. Just the men in the hall who see me flee and find your body. I'm
your bastard grandchild from the North: astupid, treacherous brute.”



Thelittle old man did not flinch. *Y ou describe yoursdlf well, Reingish,” he said.

The prince was a very good fighter, even with awegpon as strange to him as a Felonk dowhee, but |
saw that his power againgt the sanaur’ s men wastheir awe of him. | saw aman thrust a him and alow
thethrust to fail and | saw that man diefor it.

* | was running toward that black table, but there was only one soldier standing. The sanaur drew
something from his belt: adagger, | presumed. Whether it was for his nephew or for himsdf! did not
know. | shouted, “Reingish! Reingish! Y ou havefailed. It will do you no good to kill Grandfather now!
Run or suffer the penaty!”

Reingish sprang back and lifted his eyesto, me briefly. He spat like acat. The last soldier sanding was
worse dis-tracted than the prince was, and | saw his head skitter under the table before his body fell,
fountaining blood.

There was only the table between the prince and mysdlf, but there was nothing at al between the prince
and the em-peror. To my surprise, the old man threw the dagger in his hand, which was not athrowing
wegpon at dl. It hit the minsanaur hilt first in the face, as he waslifting the dowheeto strike. Asthe blade
rang on the stones, the door behind him dammed open and Arlin, ablack shape with dead-white face,
stood facing the image of Nazhuret.

“No!” | began to shout, and then choked back my words, for | knew the danger of distracting anyonein
Rein-gish’'s presence. Her saber wasin her hand. He smiled at her, softly, intimately. | wondered if |
amiled like that. Casually, he raised hisarm to wipe blood from hisface; he raised the arm with the sword
init.

Arlin stood unmoving, her gray eyes black, and then her saber struck for the prince’ s neck.

For amoment | thought it was over, for Reingish stood staring a her and around histhroat ran atiny,
mathematically pure line of red. As he stepped back and into guard ‘| saw that he had been very fast,
and Arlin had only scratched him. It had been aterrifying scratch, however, and his eyes black-ened with
respect for this*eunuch” who had done more to stop him than seven of the emperor’ s chosen.

So sheknew him, | thought. By the tiny pebbles of color that made up the eyeballs or by the subtle
differencein hair or stance she knew this Nazhuret was not the rea one.

The prince struck in turn: an arupt, unconventiond flip of the tip which would have fooled most soldiers
of Rezhmiaor of Velonya But in countering a dowhee with a cavalry saber, Arlin had more experience
than any fighter living, and she turned the broad blade past her face and dipped it away.

She had done as much against me a thousand times.

Infear and in enjoyment of my lady’sexpertise, | legped into the air and struck one palm with the other
fist. | did thisslently, for my fear was much greater than my enjoyment, and when | saw the door behind
the combatants swing open, revealing Dowln’ sface, so pale, so strange-eyed, so steeped in
enchantments, | frozein thefear that Reingish would usethe jeweder againgt Arlin. The emperor’ s eunuch
had more sense however, and he faded back into the corridor. | noticed that his blue eyes had remained
fixed upon those of thelittle emperor, and | wondered how he could love him so—the man, who had
ruined hislife and his manhood.

It was not aquestion that bore investigation, since at the moment both Arlinand | were at life' slast risk
for this same emperor. At least he was my “ grandfather.”

In my moment of inattention, Reingish had found the thrown dagger lying on thetiles and used the
sanaur’ strick to throw it a Arlin. A duding saber isnot held with the heavy grip with which afarmer



holds a hoe, and the shock of the knife hitting the round hilt caused Arlin dmost to lose her wegpon. In
that moment Reingish struck and | saw blood on my lady’ s hand and running down her face—Without
knowing how, | was on the polished table and diding toward my own image, screaming in rage.

Then, pouring out of the door where Dowln had stood were more soldiers, in dress no different from
those who lay in blood. By the angle of their attention, however, | knew these were Reingish’ s men, and
my dide toward the prince became a cannonball over his head. | heard abladein the air behind me, but
did not know even if it had been directed a me. The men pressed back again without decision, but | had
come down diding on the wet, red paving and one leg folded under meas| came at them, groin-level,
with my head un-protected and unprotectable.

Asthere was no point hi trying to regain my feet, | careered on, like achild in snow, and feding the
presence of at least three swords coming down a me. | did past them dl, by luck done, and my ancient
weapon opened two bellies and spread ared stain over athird.

| was on my feet again, but | had blood in my eyes: blood and guts, and the stink of it in my nose. My
body chosethistimeto tell methat it had amonstrous headache.

The wounded man crumpled and his eyes asked for meto ignore him, which | did. The two who were
opened on the floor merely lay across my way, staring at the ceiling, waiting to die. There were two more
but | was choking on bile, and my museum-piece sword was diding in my grip.

| heard the voice of the sanaur call the men in hisuniform to drop their wegpons. | heard Reingish curse
him and then | heard Arlin bellow out at the bottom of her voice, not my name nor even that of Velonya,
but the words “Norwess, Norwess!”

A dukedom destroyed long before | learned | might have inherited it: gutted like these poor men. A redlm
| visted asawary trespasser, and which | had never desired.

But my lady has a streak of romanticism about her, where | am concerned. And she sounded in agreat
good mood.

| saw her turn Reingish’ s blade from the emperor one more time, and there was a spark at contact. |
drew my attention back upon my old sword, which was, somehow the belly of the wolf made materid.

The belly of the wolf was aways hungry in the nursery rhyme, and so | let it attack the two remaining
soldiers. | took the hand off one, and he stood screaming, and the other ran away down the back
corridor.

Behind mewas aclatter and | saw Reingish’ s dowhee skidding around my feet. Without thought | bent to
retrieveit and then | had a blade in both hands and ashield up my ebow.

Reingish had lost hisweapon and hismen and dl his chance, or so it seemed. Arlin backed off asmall
step to dlow the emperor to decide hisfate. Delicate of her, | thought. But Reingish was not wegponless,
he had hislittle red knife, symbol of dl hishate. | saw it in hishand and then he was attempting my trick
one better. He legped—he seemed to legp—upon Arlin, but as she ducked it was apparent that hisfeint
was only to get her out from between him and his grandfather. He hung inthe air like abird, likeaplains
eagle with his one sharp red talon descending toward the old man’ s throat.

It was the sort of moment that freezesin the mind. | remember being astonished at the tininess of the
blade, and noting that there was something different in the ring on the hand that held it. The stonewas
gone from the setting. But though | was frozen, Arlin was not, and my lady split Min-sanaur Reingish
open with her saber, from midbelly to behind the legs. Hisinnards and hefdll separatdly to thefloor.
Upon Arlin.



| pulled her out. She was coughing. | had bilein my mouth. Already there were hies. For ashort while
there was no one e sein the room except Arlin, the old sanaur, and myself:

She spat her mouth clear. “ It reminds me of the mon-strous pig, which you had to daughter in
Rudofsdorf. Re-member?’

| looked up. “Indeed, it ismonstrous.” One of the sol-diers, as| glanced a him, trembled and died. “Itis
adaugh-terhouse.” | met the eyes of the emperor, which were wet, and they glanced from one dead
Rezhmian to another—not his heir, but at the soldiers—blinked and shed tears.

“Why did it have to beyou?’ he whispered. “Twicein two days, and now he who was dmost your twin.
Isthiswhat my boy foretold to me? Isthisthe promised ruin, rather than the earthquake? Why you?’

| stood up, helping Arlin. Now afew guards scrambled into the council room, and aman in the salmon
color of the aristocracy. They found usdl talking amid the blood and bodies, and ho weapons raised, o
they stood in horror with-out decision.

“Why me? Because he was amost my twin, Sanaur of Rezhmia And hetook my identity in order to
commit mur—

der. And anyway—I couldn’t let him assassinate you.”

Thelittle old man gave me aglance of birdlike intelli-gence. “Why not? Did you, think | would be less
inclined to answer your government’ s belligerence than he? That’ s not the case. Or that he would make a
more fearsome commander in chief?. That' s definitely not the case.”

“No, Sanaur!” Arlin spoke with minimal courtesy. “Na-zhuret behaved as Nazhuret will behave. Itishis
nature. In .. certain ways heisasmple man.”

The sanaur began to pick hisway out from among the steaming, broken limbs and bodies. He had largely
escapei being soiled. “All the more reason,” he said, rubbing his hand over histhin eydlids, “that | will not
make you my heir, though you are digible.”

| choked in pure surprise. “ Sanaur! Of course you won't do that. My loydty is...” and here| had to stop
and think, for al the eventsin the past two days had made me lose sight of the fact that | had no declared
loyaty to RudoC and had inssted as much many times. To the face of the king. Here we had been acting
amost as the sworn representatives of the North; it had seemed appropriate.

“... my sympathy isfor Velonya It raised me. | have amost aVVelonyan mind.”

“Almost?” Now that | had denied any interest in the power it was histo give, the old man showed mea
warmer eye. “Y ou certainly have not aRezhmian mind.”

“I have not amind for Statecraft, that is sure, Grand-father. Had | now just been attacked by my own
heir and traitorous soldiers and rescued by two strangers out of my nightmares, the day after an
earthquake that crumbled half my city, | would not be thinking of the political necessity.”

He glanced & me again, as, though suspecting he had been insulted.

“No, Nazhuret, you'reright,” said Arlin, and she put her hand on my shoulder. “Y ou’ d be thinking of the
eternal mr2ning of things. Or else you' d be digging buildings out. Or playing marbles with orphaned
children.” Sheturned her face to the emperor and said as though to an equdl, “Nazhuret spent hisyouth
in poverty and al subsequent yearsin the search for truth. The dukedom of his betrayed father was
offered to him and he turned it down. Why do you bedlieve he would then lust after authority in anation of
Srangers?’



The sanaur peered fiercely at her, one hand on the door out of the bloody chamber. Many peoplein the
hallway bowed to him, wide-eyed. “ Y ou are not aeunuch at dl, are you? | only thought so because you
are so much taller than he. Northman tall. And because of the sword. Women in Rezhmiado not carry
swords. But by your—I will say the word authority—over him, | believe you are hiswife.”

| bowed. “ThisisMy Lady Charlan, daughter of Baron Howdl of Sordaling Province, greet * Naur of
Rezhmia”

“Nat hiswife” Arlin corrected us.

After the long, measuring look she received, Arlin added, “1 never said | was aeunuch to anyone. | never
said what | was.”

The old man smiled and passed through the door. “No, and we were too polite to ask. No mind.

“Y ou both have saved my old life, for itsfew more years. | thank you. Now my timeis not my own, but
these people will seeto your needs.”

Hewaked done down the hall.

While they were bathing me | got sick, and then | fell adeep. | woke up inapanic that | had let the
moment go: the moment when the * naur would at |ast talk to me. After al we had been through, after the
privation, the confusion, the violence, and theirritating air of predestination, still we had not been alowed
to speak our little message of peace to the Emperor of Rezhmia

| woke up in awell-padded bed, under silk covers. |

woke up with adizzy headache and | woke up angry. | was blinking, at the face of Dowln, and he was
lifting my head to agoblet.

My mood wasterrible, and so | said, “Y ou shouldn’t do that. Y ou shouldn't lay hands on mewhen I’'m
not aware. I’ ve been afighter dl my lifeand you can't tell what | might do.”

He put the glassto my lips, and what it contained was surprisingly bad-tasting. “I thought of that,” the
jewder said camly. “But Arlin said you never exploded that way. She said you tend to wake amiably.”

Thus convicted, | finished whatever wasthe terrible draught. | did not fed amiable. Despite his protes, |
got out of bed.

| was dressed in slk—to my embarrassment in the saimon-pink silks of Rezhmian royalty. The color
looked odd againgt my aways sunburned skin, and my sunburned yelow hair.

“Y ou were given apotent drug which isvery effective a controlling peopl€ s actions. Or at killing them.
I’'m glad you survived, but you must not push now. It isdamaging.”

| needed hishelp to stand. “Areyou glad | survived? Though | have been the ogre of your dreams?’

“Not only that,” said Dowln, and then he added, “ Y our weapons, Nazhuret. | found them and cleaned
them.”

“The dowhee?’

“No, theancient set. Look.” He attached my hand to a bedpost and left me for aminute. When he
returned he had in his hands the old sword and shield, but they glowed of gold and of steel and of
bronze. Set into the boss of the shield was ablood-red garnet and at the pommel of the sword was a
clear bal of beryl.



| stared at these dumbly for amoment, but the medicine was working quickly and | began to laugh.
“These arewhat | invented? | made these out of poison and my own mind?

Who would have credited a hdf-9zed snowman with such skill ?’

DowlIn glanced from me to the weapons and back again, determined to be respectful, however |
behaved. “ The work-manship isgood, and very old,” he offered. “I cannot tell whether they are
Rezhmian or from the North.”

“Science,” | sated, holding out the shield. “ The work-manship is very good indeed. It took many people
to build thisshield, though | invented it yesterday. And contemplation ...” | waved the sword in the
empty air. “That, | sus-pect, ismore ancient than the other.” | put both down on the messy bed.

“They were an experiment of mine,” | said, and then staggered off to void my bladder. Not in a planter
pot, thistime.

Dowin took Arlin and meto see the emperor again, and | was aware that this was the meeting for which
we had come so far, through privation, earthquake, and treachery. All thisfor alittle conversation, where
| might plead Rudof’ s cause and my own. | wastired, but my head improved by the moment. Arlin's
eyes were sunken and shadowed, but she preserved that air of dark inscrutability that was her own.

At the entrance to the ‘ naur’ s chamber | dmost turned on my hedl and walked out, for the place was
draped and decorated with the weaponry and armor of Velonyaasit might have been with the heads and
skinsof animas. Againg theinlaid wall were dozens of sabers and pikes, which leaned like tentpoles, all
scuffed, battered, or broken. An ugly pile of harquebuses rose from thetiles, dirty and in disrepair, and
al about hung the uniforms of men, rusty with dried blood. The old emperor looked more fragile than
ever as he sat upon the barrel of athree-pound cannon, in hishands alieutenant’ sfield jacket, ripped,
burned, and discolored.

My temper died back when | realized that he did not consider these sad things to be in the nature of
trophies. He was turning thefilthy cloth in his hands again and again, asthough it would drop a secret if
properly handled.

“Which divisonisthis?’ he asked me, perfectly cam. “1 used to know dl these things, but your king has
modern-ized so much ...”

Neither Arlin nor | answered. Her lean face was white, which isthe sole way she displays her anger. The
old man peered up at us without embarrassment. “1 am not asking you to betray your red king,
grandchild. I would only like to know.

“All these things, these dozens and dozens of sidearms and swords and artillery, were gathered after the
battle of Kowleseck. Kowleseck is perhaps a hundred and fifty miles north of here.”

“I know where Kowleseck is, Sanaur of Rezhmia,” | replied asevenly as| could. “But | know of no
modern battle fought there.”

My “grandfather” sghed at me. “So wise and so ig-norant. That, makes adifficult combination, you
know? Ve-lonya attacked Kowleseck in the early summer: first of the big raids against our cities. Our
avilians”

| felt my feet had been swept from under me. Arlin braced herself and looked distrustfully at the man

whose life she had saved. “I surely am ignorant, Sanaur of Rezhmia, if there have been raids against your
cities. But | know they were not, accomplished by King Ruda Look e sewhere.”

He cocked his birdlike head and let the uniform drop. “Reingish, you mean? That was my origina



thought, Na-zhuret—it is so odd, caling you by your uncle's name. | suspected that young adder myself
But not even Reingish could commandeer an entire regiment of soldiers of Velonyan body and Veonyan
face, mount the officers on square V e-lonyan horses and supply them with modem Ve onyan army
weapons, and set them against towns that were destined to be hisown ..

“And dso it made no proper sense, for Reingish could have had me killed ahundred times with less effort
than this, and set about inflaming the public without interference. That would not be so difficult, at least in
the City, for the folk within the walls are dways more belligerent than the peas-ants—perhaps because
they do not do their own butchering and have no experience with the redlity of blood.”

Hisrheumy eyes glanced from one desth-garment to another as he spoke, and | believed that thisold
man had astrong sense of the redlity of blood.

“Possibly it was not Reingish, then,” | said, “but | am convinced it was not Rudof of Velonyaeither. |
know the man and he does not send troops against civilians. Under no circumstances.”

He got up dowly. Thelast two days had been no easier on the emperor’ s body than upon mine. Arlin
offered her arm and hetook it. “Well, lad, that may betrue. Infact, | will say it islikely true from what |
hear of the King of Velonya But it does't maiter in the dightest, for the raiders are from the northland
and it isthe northland, not young Rudof, against which we have declared war.”

“You have?’ Tears stung my eyesto hear this, findly, dthough | don’t know whether they were of grief
despair, or smple frustration.

“Y es. And we move out the day after tomorrow. It must be quick.” He looked at me and then away
again. “You see, Nazhuret, ifRudof cannot control his barbarian rowdies, then Rezhmiamust do so for
him. And | ... | cannot wait for the men Reingish has suborned to unitein anew pattern against me. Also,
thereisawaysaperiod of danger after the death of an heir declared. Two of my grandchildren were
assass -nated |ast night: one, in thisvery building—don't sympathize,

| scarcely knew the one and despised the other—but | have aneed to direct Rezhmian energies
elsawhere, and to be e se-where mysdlf.”

“The emperor isgoing to ride with hisarmy?’ asked Arlin, losing her inscrutability for amoment and
saring at the old man who looked—as old people will—breakable as a newborn bird.

He smiled grimly. “Not ride, exactly. Bounce around in adark and stuffy carriage surrounded by
nursemaids,” he answered her. Then hissmiledied.

“Theinterview isover,” hesad. “Go home now.”

| don't know if | blinked or merely dropped my jaw. “But Sanaur of Re7hmia, 1 havenot ... | think there
can be another solution. We can save so many lives,...”

“Canwe, lad?1 think not, and | have lived with the responsibility for over twice your years. | think what
we are going to do isto lose ageneration of young men to theflies. And so will Velonya. That ishow
history and the nature of man have arranged it. War is not aways avoidable or best avoided.”

The emperor grew more forceful and more bitter as he spoke. His hollow cheeks darkened. As .|
opened my mouth | realized | had no answer for him, and that what he had said to me was dmost what |
had said to you, Powl, that beautiful summer day.

“Thoughitisawaysevil,” added the emperor. He waved his gnarled hand at us as though shooing
children out of doors.

“Go now, Nazhuret. Prince Nazhuret, although no heir to me. And Lady Arlin—enemy though you are |



create you aso Princess of Rezhmia (in your own right, asfoolishly you are not married to the boy). Take
good horses and not the asses that bore you here. Ride out of the City as quickly as you might, for you
arein danger as enemy diens, and in more danger as Rezhmians standing so dose to the throne. Get
aong. You aredismissed!”

So strong was this fragile man’ s power that we amost ran from the chamber. He called us back at the
door.

“I havereleased my dave,” he said, and his voice shook. “ Thelast davein Rezhmia If you would do me
onelast favor of many, please ... please take him home with you.”

A sarvant woman closed the door in our faces.

| did not know whether we were being honored or sm-ply made prisoner, for agood dozen Rezhmian
cavdry flanked us and followed behind as we were led from the fortress and the outer city. Our
saddlebags werefilled with fine linen and wool and that preserved food that Rezhmian cooks have made
an art for the eyes aswell as the ssomach. The horses upon which they had mounted us were not our
horses but the southland’ s best: tall creatures built aslightly and strung astightly asfiddles.

Repeatedly | told the officer in charge that these were not our horses, but he might aswell have been
deaf . —

Repeatedly Arlin cried to them, “Whereis DowIn? The jeweler. The sanaur said we areto take the
jewder ...,” but for her the company was equaly deef. Her ferocity in this matter surprised me; after an
hour of frustration she stopped her prancing horse sideways on the sunken road and blocked the passage
entirely.

“Dowln the prophet, the jeweler,” she shouted at the milling cavarymen, and she dared to draw her
saber. “ By the emperor’s command you will deliver himto ug”

No Cityman could claim not to understand my lady’ s accent, nor her intent either. The troopersrolled
their eyes and whispered. The lieutenant who led them grew darker and angrier by the moment, and |
remembered that Arlin had pulled such astunt only afew days ago on the streets of

Rezfunid s outer city, to dlow meroom to stare at asign. | wondered if any of these men might bethe
same as the soldiers she had so insulted the last time, and | doubted she could get away with such
effrontery twice. The officer ges-tured curtly and onerider pressed forward. | |oosened the ancient blade
from whereit was strapped to the saddle pom-mel. | could put my hand to thisless obvioudy than |
could reach behind me for the dowhee. My nervous horse | backed beside hers, so that she would not
be side-on to attack.

Before bad went to worse we heard someone approach at atrot.

The rider was wrapped in acloak of white linen. Herode no horse at dl but awhite mule, very tal and
fine-boned. He let the hood of the cloak dip back from his shining hair and gestured to the beasts he led
behind him.

“I suspect you value these creatures,” said Dowln. “And | suspect strongly that they would meet with no
respect in the emperor’ s stables: especidly on the eve of war.”

| looked into the unimpressive face of my yelow horse, which stood six inches shorter at the withersthan
the one | now rode. Arlin’s dull-black mare put her ears back to al of usin general., and afew of the
cavarymen giggled.

“I am late because they did not want to comewith me,” said Dowln. The white mule put its ears back at



the Naiish horse, and the effect of that was more spectacular.

Asthough the laughter of the cavarymen had broken a spdll, our companions no longer felt obliged to
keep slent. They began to joke with one another, and if we were the butt of the jokes, at, |east we were
not at swords end. We broke into agood trot and then a canter as we progressed along the main
avenueto the west, and it seemed it was the responsibility of the pedestriansto get out of the way of our
hooves. When we passed under the gallows sign for the inn King of the Dead, it was not | but DowlIn of
Velonyawho stared and whitened and logt al impulse of motion. The horses behind dammed into the
croup of hismule, which squealed and kicked.

The little horses were no longer rough; they had been clipped closely of their new winter coat, with only
their leg-gings and the part of the back that is covered by a saddle to remind me how bearlike they had
been. Still they sweated and blew to keep up with the long-legged racing beasts of Rezhmia.

“Those would travel better insde your saddlebags,” said the lieutenant to mein great good humor. | did
not under-stand the idiom.

“Heissaying,” said Dowln, whose mule had no diffi-culty with the speed of our trave, “that your ponies
are only worth daughtering and sdting away.” Thetall eunuch shot aworried, protective glance at me. “It
would be acommon opinion, here. That'swhy | stole them.”

Arlinisthe horselover, but my own anger a this sug-gestion surprised me. | held tightly to Daffodil’s
lead rope and it occurred to me that half the old brute’ s problem was that he had to run with his head
tilted unnaturally high into theair. Onimpulse | drew my dowhee and diced through the rope. My short,
inelegant yellow horse—built so much like me—tucked his head and ran much better.

“Y ou don’'t know thishorse” | said to the lieutenant, “... what he has done and where he has been with
rre”

The lieutenant laughed. “No, | only know where he should go.”

| had expected some outburst from Arlin, but maybe she agreed with the Rezhmian. Maybe she had
never liked these rough creatures with their short legs, their beards, and their strong opinions.

| felt acertain despondency as we careered through town, scattering loca merchants and local dogs.
First there was Arlin’ s affection for the angelic DowlIn, wheress before she had liked no one on earth
besides you and me, Powl. | am not even sure about you. Now there was thislack of concern for the
honor of the poniesthat had carried us through earth-quake, and war.

Though Arlin had said nothing, she had watched me cut the horse' s rope, and smiled to see the beast
hedling free like adog. She did the same, and when | next glanced to my left, Arlin was standing in the
saddle and her fancy horse wasralling its eyes and emitting tiff little bucks.

“Observe, fellow,” she called out—to the lieutenant, | presume. Her mount began to shoulder in asthe
tension on the reins was removed, and it shook its fine head and bucked again. | pressed my own horse
agand it, so that it waslocked between the black pony and me. | saw Arlin start to count, bouncing on
her toes, but we were approaching aturn in the road, and after that we were scrambling around adung
cart, so Arlin sank down and grabbed the pommel until the way was clear again.

“One, two, three, swestly girl, sweetly,” she called, and with the word “swesetly” shewasin theair and
then balancing on her toes upon the black mare' s broad hips. She patted her in front of the withers and
dipped forward. Next she untied the mare' s headstall and handed it over the back of the empty saddleto
me. While al this happened, the Naiish mare kept her ill-tempered ears pinned and her lower lip pouted,
but it was gtrictly a statement of opinion on the horse' s part: no excitement, no panic at al.



Arlin got acheer from the cava rymen, but her tall horse, so suddenly left without arider, reared and
balked and struck my own horse with one shod forehoof. The free horse backed through thelot of us,
with the booms of huge horse lungs being dammed and the curses of ridersfeding their legs pinched. It
escaped backward and plunged into the market, where it scattered dried fish and oranges. One of the
riders swung back to retrieve the horse.

Arlin was ahead of us, dipping the saddleless black mare between the frightened passersby.

“Itisagood Naish horse” | said to the lieutenant. “It follows the rider’ sweight and smal signasfrom
thelegs.” | tried to sound mild and uninvolved while | was surging with an unholy fire of victory. Petty,

petty victory.

Arlin had her arms crossed. She spun the horse around and brought her toward us, dancing flying
lead-changes over the cobblestones.

“I think,” said Arlin to the lieutenant, “that they are of dightly more use carrying the saddlebags than being
carried inthem.” Asthe trooper returned leading the other horse, which pranced and pulled and rolled
foolish eyes, Arlin added demurdly, “Oh, have you brought me back the extra one? That was, kind of
you; | waswrongto let it get away.”

| could not see the officer’ sface, but | had no fears he would order usdain for Arlin’sstunt, and | did
not care what the man himself thought of us. However, | turned in the saddle and saw Dowln, hisface
half-shrouded in the linen hood, and in his beautiful eyeswas awe and adoration.

Thisfdlow wasin love with my lady, | realized, and she ... shewas at least attached to him. | felt my face
go cold and white.

No woman had ever loved me but Arlin. | had per-formed the act with afew others, and they had
seemed to enjoy my company, but not one had ever claimed to love me.

And Arlin had never loved anyone dse.

Shetook aplacein thefirst row of the company, between the humiliated lieutenant and Dowln. | let my
horse’ s natura desire to follow push me back among the troopers, who were laughing and making gibes
among themsalves, happy as any stupid men at the sart of awar.

The yellow horse beside me lifted his head and rested his heavy jowl upon my knee as we trotted out of
the City. A few timeshe sghed.

Now that war was declared, it seemed the orderly mil-itarization of Rezhmiafell apart. The soldiersin the
dreets were not going anywhere and the civilians shouted louder than ever. The city air wasfull of the
samelsof roasting meat and hot meta; | could hear the smiths hammering from al sideslikethe pulsein
my abused head. | lagged, and only occasiondly did | see Arlin at the head of the troops, her gray eyes
shining as she shared her barbed wit with DowlIn or the lieutenant.

Things seemed, so very bad: war, natural devastation, poison, abandonment ... | gave up on my own
abilitiesand let my Rezhmian horse carry me on; it at least had spirit. WWhen our escort stopped and
turned before me, | was mildly surprised to find we had run out of city and wereonce againinthe
paradise of mountains, sea, and grapevines. There were as many men toiling in the harvest as had been
before war was declared, and they sweated and strained in exactly the same fashion. The same people
were selling the same new wine out of the same greset jugs we had bought from on the way to the City,
and the samefliesbuzzed in the fruity smell.

“Go whichever way you please,” said the lieutenant to me. * Cross-country or along theroad. Theroad is
much shorter, but I’ d recommend the less travel ed roads. Wearing the roya color does not make you an



aristocrat or even aRezhmian. Not in the peopl€e seyes.”

Hearing this rudeness from the fellow who had been assigned to guard our safety only degpened my
despondency.

If there was such contempt in an educated man of the em—

peror’ s guard, then war had been inevitable. | wondered if he knew that my lady and | had each saved
the ‘naur’slife.

| wondered if that knowledge would have improved matters.

Evidently he had not bothered to spesk to Arlin at dl, for she had pushed her horse (she was on thetall
one, again) through the crowd and between the man and mysdif. “ Dress-ing in auniform and sitting a
saddle,” shesad inaparody of the lieutenant’ s tone, “ does not make one a patriot. Or afighter. Or even
ahuman being.”

He had hissword half out of its scabbard, and even hisinferiors knew that act was unwise. After afew
seconds with his gaze locked into Arlin's, he chose again and kicked his horse back toward the City. His
company, without com-mand, scrabbled after him, but two or three of the cavalry-men sneaked asalute,
passing us. Others grinned in afriendly manner. | decided then that they knew about the * naur.

“The lieutenant was Reingish’ sman,” said Dowln as his mule trotted.energeticaly to keep up.

“Then what did the ‘ naur mean sending him to guard us?’ | asked. “Does one give the fox the job of
feading the chickens?’

He gave me atight smile. “He was Reingish’ s man be-cause he is ambitious and practical. He could be
trusted not to: murder us now for the same reason. And because his men are ambitious and practicd,
too.”

Arlin circled back around the road, unsatisfied with my progress. “Isthe yellow horse dowing you down,
Nazhuret? I’ d like to get to more broken country before we camp.”

Dowln said, “I think you expect too much, my friend. It is surprising the man canride at all, after what
was done to him. Generally aman drugged with acessroot dies within the day.”

Arlinlaughed at him. “Not. Zhurrie. Besides, sick or well, Nazhuret can be traveling when | fall down
with ex-haugtion, and al others gave up the day before.” Having said as much, she frisked her horse
forward aong the good road, and my own eegant anima whinnied and followed. The yellow horse
sghed afew moretimes.

ft

1 dmost said it doud, | am ashamed to admit, but | knew my Arlin too well to be confident of my
superiority, for dthough she has al the warmth of awoman, she hasaso avery origind taste, and
appreciates what the rest of the world scorns. She appreciated me, after al. Perhaps Dowlin had
something of more vaue. Or two things of more vaue. | didn’t know.

After afew minutes, Dowln let his mule catch up to her horse, and | was | eft dlone to brood. It occurred
to methat it had not yet been twenty-four hours since the priest had dipped me the drug. Perhaps|
would till die.

That thought cheered me alittle bit.

Asit happened, | felt better by evening, though my eyes had developed a difficulty in focusing, which
made the sub-urbs of Rezhmia City into asoft green blur. | had to wonder whether this effect had been



with me all the hours snce my poisoning, and | had been too miserable to notice. If so, that meant | had
fought the assault on the emperor at agreat disadvantage. Now | did not carethat | could not see Arlin
and Do_ win trotting before me on her black beast and hiswhite. They were much of aheight, those two,
but she sat taller because her horse outreached his mule. Their backs, also, looked much dike. Velonyan.
Not like me.

My own horse sumbled over something, and that some-thing stumbled out from among his hooves,
shining whitein the fading daylight. | stretched up my eyelids and wished foragood lens, but then my
vision—although not my head-deared enough for me to see that pale gray face, round as the stained gray
moon and grinning & me. It wasadog | sasv—along, furry dog, or elseawolf, for | had never known
which the beast was—and | had met it origindly the night | killed aman for thefirst time. It did not
belong here, on the sweet sea coast of Rezhmia, amid abuzzing of bees where the peoples handswere
gtained only with fresh wine. It had too much hair for the climate, if nothing e se.

| straightened, not wanting to look anymore, but the question of the dog would not leave me, so | thought
| would ask the soldiersriding behind if they had seen it. Then it occurred to me that the soldiers had
spun around and frol-icked off anumber of hours ago. | had to wonder who was making al that noise of
hooves behind me, so | turned.

There were three of them, dressed in coatsthat | thought were like the undyed linen of Dowln’s cloak.
Their horses were dim. | opened my mouth and engaged my voice box to spesk, but there was
something too odd about the middle man. It needed all my will to make my eyes center on the widening
red stripe down hismiddleand at last | saw it was ahugerift in hismiddle, out of which hisinner organs
spilled out the white, sausagy intestines, only dightly broken, the somber, dick surface of theliver, and
the improbable green gallbladder. His skin was dry and gray, exactly the color of my dog' s pelt. He
looked like an old pomegranate that some-one had opened on the chance it was till good. In my horror
| turned from him to ask his neighbor what the man meant by riding out in this condition, but that fellow
had no atten-tion to spare for me; his hands could not handle the reins properly because he had no hand
and no blood in him either. Still, he offered me no insult. He didn't look at me at dl, nor did the one
broken open, and so, instead of looking &t the third rider, | smply fell off my horse.

* * %

| wasin acamp off the road, with anicelittle fire and atent over methat | had not known we possessed.
Arlin had my head in her hands and wasforcing a cup, between my lips. It contained the miserable
substance Dowln had given mein the morning, but snceit was Arlin giving it, | drank the stuff without
objection. “Did you see any of them?’ | asked her. “Or the dog—the wolf. Y ou saw thewolf in
Grobebh?’

Her large gray eyes did a subtle dance, following her thoughts. “Y es, Zhurrie. | know about the
wo—your dog. | didn’t seehim. | didn’t see any of them. | never do.”

The tagte of the draught wasterrible. | turned my head away, in case my stomach might rgject it with her
so close. | heard DowlIn kneel beside us, and he asked, “What did he see, out there?’

Arlin’svoice was reserved. “Nazhuret isfollowed by ghosts, sometimes.”

Dowln gave an intent sort of sigh. Likethat of ascientist in the midst of observation. “Y es, of course. He
istheking of ghodts, isn't he?

When he said that, they were al before my eyesagain, and | thought | would certainly vomit againgt the
wall of thetent. My body was so iff it felt like wood, but Arlin put her cheek againgt mine and her arm
over me,



“Oh, go fuck yoursdlf. If you can,” said my beautiful lady to Dowln with such vibrating anger in my behalf
that al my unhappinesswas carried away. | squirmed around, and she wiped dirt and tears from my face
with her dirty velvet deeve. “I don’t know mysdlf, Arlin,” | said to her, “why these things cometo me.
Dead men and wolves. Degth itsdf. And my parents, whom | did not remember, with ababy that pissed
on my shirt. Remember that stain? It wasred, wasn't it? Or wasit?

“I don’'t know anymore what | am. These damned signs and portents. Or am | just crazy? It would be a
relief to know | was crazy, my love. Y ou could tel mewhat to do and ‘I would follow behindand doit. |
look so much like aborn servant. It would be arelief.”

She pushed the hair from my face and whispered, “1' m sorry, Zhurrie, but you can't have that. Freedom
took you firs.” Shewas crying. “Y ou are the servant of your own freedom, and | can't save you. But |
cantell you,” and she turned my face around to meet her gaze, “... that you are Nazhuret, who ran away
from Sordaling military school and missed his graduation, who has kin on both sides of the border, and
who grindslensesfor hisliving. A very poor living, too.” She kissed me and added, “And you are my
great, high passon and unlawful lover.”

The draught must have been working now, for | felt myself sinking into honey: bright, glowing honey.
“Then | can endure anything,” | said. | think | said, “If you gtill love me.”

Her pa e face hung over me softly asan owl’ sflight. “Love you, Zhurrie? But it isyou who are angry a
me, as| remember.”

| could not deny this; | wastoo confused. “Why am | angry?’ | asked, for information’s sake.

Her face withdrew dightly. | could see shewasthinking. “Because | raised my sword against you—or
Reingish im-personating you—in defense of the Rezhmian emperor.”

Thiswas very difficult, for aman in my condition. The honey madeit easier, though. “But you knew al
thetimeit wasReingish. Theeyes...”

“I couldn’'t see the color of the eyes at that distance,” she said. “ And he had gotten everything elsefairly
well. He moved differently, but | had ... reason to believe you were not yoursdlf. | didn’t know, Zhurrie. |
didn't know if it wasyou.”

Now | understood, or understood at least as much as the honey alowed. “ So, you would have killed me
to defend the Sanaur of Rezhmia?’

| heard Arlin laugh, and fet thewarm air inmy ear. “1 went to kill, dl right, Zhurrie. But | knew that, if it
wereyou, | would not succeed.”

| was astounded at this reasoning,, and after giving it thought, | stroveto tell Arlin that she waswrong, for
you, Powl, our teacher, once had to beat me in danger of my life, merdly to get meto punch you solidly
onthejaw. Evenif | thought al good depended upon it, | would go into afight against Arlin ahandcuffed
man. But | said nothing of this. | said nothing at dl, for the drug and the honey had buried meinitsgold.

It was Dowln who decided that we should strike across country next day. | had to pressmy horse's
shoulder in front of hismule, to get aglimpse of hisface above the linen cowl. “Have you much
experience a traveling cross-country?’ | asked him. “ At traveling light?’

Attravdingat dl, iswhat | meant.

For amoment he considered whether to be offended; he tautened his face and lifted one eyebrow
toward hishigh hairline. The expression was so much Arlin’s| must have stared.

“I haveridden north asfar as Teykattel Port in Sekret, after amber,” he:answered me. “And | learned



some of my smithery in the Felonk Outer Idands. Also, of course, | go west to Warvaaevery few years,
to buy jade and opals. | know roads that go more directly to Velonyathan doesthe searoad.”

Sekret? Thefar idands? | let thisnew image of Dowln thetraveler ripeninmy mind. “I lived in Warvaa
for sx months” | said at last. “But | did not frequent the sort of crowd that buys jade and opals.”

Thefair face stared out of the curve of its hood, like amoon not yet fill He looked at me with blue eyes
that grew flat and blank as he spoke. “But they traded something, didn’t they? | seeyou at atable with
four others. They are drinking wine, but thereismoreto it than that. Y ou are talking in two languages and
making them laugh, but thereismoreto it than that. | see you with abarrel above your head. | see you
taking aknife from adrunken man. But thereismoreto it thanthat ...”

| must have shuddered because Dowln’s mule flinched, but he himsdaf did not. “1 was abarman at the
Yédlow Coach,” | said. “And atrandator, when that was needed. And a peacekeeper.”

The mul€' s sudden motion had caused the flaxen hood to dip off the flaxen hair. Dowln’ sface looked as
though he had never endured the sun, and around his neck was the intricate, solid ring of gold. It shocked
meto seeit.

Wewere climbing ahill: very rocky. Asusud, Arlinled. | heard the clang of hismul€ s shoes againgt
stone and | smelled sparks. “The * naur freed you, DowlIn. Or he told me he had. Whyfor the collar?’

He shrugged and did not look back at me. “When it wastimeto leave | could not find the key. | don’t
know wherel lagt lft it.”

“The key to your collar wasin your own care?’

“Of course,” herepliedin histiff Velonyie, looking straight ahead. “ One wouldn’t care to take a bath
wearing such athing ... And | was late enough, you grant me, with your ponies and their gear.”

That bright little circlet did and snarled on his shirt with the mule€ sbouncing trot. It was aheavy chain of
complex linkage, and | could not take my eyesfrom it: symbol of aman as property.

“I havethetoolsto cut it off,” | offered at last. “ It would only take ten minutes.”

He chuckled. “Longer than that, Nazhuret. This collar is hollow and lined with sted cable. | madeit
mysdlf | should know.

“At the moment, it'sdl | have. Besides, my prince, what matter?’ At somesigna of his, themule
pumped its lean hocks with more vigor and caught up to Arlin’sblack Rezh-mian horse.

Her mount was astalion (perhaps by somelast irony of the sanaur’ s and perhaps by her own choice),
and as | paid some attention to hismule | found it to be a she-beast. She wiggled her long, elegant ears at
the stallion. Mine was a humble horse and needed some encouragement to catch up with the other two.

Why would aman forge his own collar, and anchor it on sted?

Werodefast very fagt. | have ridden that smartly once or twicein my life, on ahorse of the king' s stable,
carrying amessage of the king' s household from Vestinglon to Inpres. Still, never had | pushed for so
many hours altogether, not even when Arlin’s mare carried the two of ustogether from Rudofsdorf and
my teacher’ slife seemed to hang in the ba-ance.

| felt agreat compassion for the Naiish ponies. Like them, | am short-legged and sturdy: not made to
travel far and fast. By now they were both released, for they carried no gear we were too afraid to lose.
Arlinand | possessed no such gear. At times| thought we had lost one or the other, because Arlin's
black and my old Daffodil would disappear for ahaf hour at atime. We were among the vineyards,



now, and Ithought that such crestures as our ponies might be easily snagged by the locals. Perhapsthey
would be better off sto-len, unless stolen for the stewpot.

Each time| began to give up on one of them, however, it appeared again. Daffodil was no longer ahorse
of unusud color. Hewasagray: black sweat and white froth intermin-gled, lit by gold where one or two
hairs stuck out from the rest and dried. His breath made the booming sound of aforge fire, whenthe
bellows are a work, but he stayed with us. Horses fear being left behind. | could fedl the heart of the
Rezhmian horse banging between my shinbones, and he was so dick and shrunken by swest the saddle
could be kept on only by my own balance.

At last, near twilight, we were made to dow by theincreasing traffic. “ Tabyuch,” caled Dowln over his
shoul-der. “It' sawine center: very popular among vistorsin au-tumn. We may find some mohilization,
here, but there’ s no way to go around.”

We found some mobilization; we found the little city’ s Streets solid with the dried-blood-color uniform of
Rezhmian infantry. We could not turn corners on horseback without shoving some poor recruit off his
feet and perhaps under the feet of the horses. The mass of the recruits (or more likely conscriptees) were
new to the uniform, and behaved as ran-dom dogsin the flow of traffic. Some of the men without uniform
were aso obvioudy inthe army. If there were any touriststhere for the harvest, they were not enjoying
them-selves.

We shouted and bellowed to one another. | remember thinking it odd that the smallest person in our
company-mysalf—should have by far the deepest voice. Night fell long before we found aplaceto rest,
and the horses' coats were stiff with dried foam; | pitied them and us aswell, though my head was much
better today and | had not succeeded in dying. There was an overcast, with ared tint to it from the dust
till hanging in the air and once, as we gpproached one more inn that would have no space, aheavy
tremor rang the earth beneath us. The horses were too tired to spook, but | felt the large heart of the
beadt jolt with my own.

Arlin had been leading, as she had dl day, and she was using her gift of invectiveto win usadow way
through the streets. Her voice, dways used at the bottom of her register, began to fail her, and asit grew
darker the black shape on the black stallion grew invisible to the milling men who were at least as
confused and weary aswe.

—" Let me gofirg,” shouted Dowln, pressng hismule againg her. “I’'mdl in white and so isthisthing
I’'mriding. They will sseme”

Arlin gave back gratefully, and our march immediately doubled itstime. An open swath appeared behind
Dowin’smule, into which | urged my own horse, closgly followed by Daffodil, who was taut with
dehydration, glassy-eyed, and seemed to have put his chin upon my kneefor the night. Rezhmian soldiers
and the burghers of Tabyuch were darting smartly out of our way with glances of immense respect, and |
saw to my amazement that the eunuch dave had awhip in hishand, asmall ivory and leather whip, with
which helay at the populace left and right in amost practiced manner over the head of hismule, which
seemed to approve.

“How can you dothat?’ | asked him, before thinking whether it was palitic. He misunderstood my
question en-tirely. “It’ snot so difficult. The mule has been trained to lay its earsflat long its neck when
the whip comesout. It isn't Sartled.”

Evenin my exhaustion | was fascinated and repelled that a man who had been (in Velonyan eyes) so
humiliated by life should fed it judtifiable to flog innocent citizens on the road. | remembered hisinsstence
upon, spesking hisbirth tongue with us, and hislack of proficiency iniit.

“If you think thistrip istaking you to your real home,” | muttered aloud, “you have a surprise coming.”



Fortunately he did not hear me, or never mentioned it.

Stll, we went very fast once Dowln took the lead, and came to a street upon a gardened hill wherethe
qudity of the buildings caused meto fed | would be asked my business at any moment. Here there were
fewer milling infantry, but quite afew cavary, troop and officer alike. “There will be good stables, here.
Too bad, but the horses will need some money spent if we are to ride this hard again tomorrow.” |
glanced at Arlin, for in thisremark Dowln had hit her harder than any dight againg her family. And she
did stare, and her face: did look moon-paein the light from atavern window. | thought (so assured wasl|
of my lady’ sregard) that | might offer Dowln aword that evening, concerning Arlin’ sfedling about her
horses. | dso thought | might be too tired to spare the time, and as | considered the question, a small
company of horsemen in the emperor’ sgreen filed down the street in grest discipline, leading a
half-dozen prisoners.

Some of these were clearly Velonyans. One looked re-markably like anative of the Felonk Idands,
complete with dowhee sheath on hisbelt, but most of them | could not see. One prisoner, though, was on
ponyback, and led another Naiish-style pony behind her. | knew those dirty skirts, and | knew the
intricate headdress, and | knew very well those eyes, half brown and hdf silvered with age.

He knew me aso, and he looked at me with grest interest and surprise but no pleading for favors. |
kicked my horse up with Dowln’smule. “1 must get him out of there. Thet ... that woman. | must get him
out of there.”

Dowln glanced sdeways a me, eyeswidened in darm. He thought | was raving, and it was areasonable
conclusion. But as| pushed my horse forward, he came with me and wasin front of me when we
stopped the cavalry.

Tomy rdief, hedid not use hiswhip against the officer. Instead he shouted, “I am the emperor’ sdave,
Dowln the prophet, and maker of Adiamant, the minsanaur’ sring. This old woman of the Red Whips. we
must have her from you.” As he spoke he pulled from his head the linen cloak, and the symbol of his
powerl essness caught the light of a close street-lamp.

The company came to adifficult stop, and some of the prisoners on foot suffered for it. The lieutenant
stared per-plexed, or perhaps stunned, while the lesser horsemen shifted in their saddles and did not fear
to murmur among them-salves. | saw ahand reach for his sword' s hilt.

Dowin seemed not only obliviousto, but above al their doubts, and he showed no fear. | thought it better
to have a sword between him and danger, however, and besides—I had led usto this contention. |
pushed the mule behind my own horse.

The company gave back, and the lieutenant made a deep sdute. | saw adozen pair of eyes glistening a
me under lamplight, and after amoment | noticed that their eyes were on my ring—which was certainly
not named Adiamant—and that its own starburst was shining as the full moon shinesthrough arent in
curtains,

At asnagp of the officer’ sfingers, the ponieswere led out, and | looked directly at Ehpen, the Naiish
magician, once morein hiswoman's garb. He seemed cam as aways, and reasonably entertained by the

way thingswere going.
“You ve changed again,” he said to me.

| had no energy to ask him inwhat way. | wastired, | had been drugged, | was dressed in foreign silk: so
what?*1 thought you were going to winter in the City,” | said. “By the direction you are now going, you
must have headed away at great speed when weleft you.”



He snorted. “Thereisno benefit in abroken city,” he said. “Thereisno benefit to astranger inawar.”

| looked from him to the cavarymen of Rezhmiasur-rounding us. men or boys not much larger than | and
yearsyounger. “Isthere benefit to an old friend inawar? To afamily?’

Perfectly calmin his captivity, surrounded by the sabers of his enemy, he shook his belled headdress and
answered,

“I leave that to you to decide, Nazhuret, for thiswar isyours. It is both sides of your blood.”

White eyes glinted in the darkness as they who thought me Reingish heard, metitled “King of the Dead.”
The old magician in hisfemale role folded his hands together over the pony’ s saddle.

| remembered one Red Whip rider who had withstood the persuasions of our military to defend atraitor
Veonyan who had only paid for his services. That. Naiish died unbro-ken, and hewas only asmple
rider.

Thiswas Ehpen, the magician of the plains eagle horde. He would enter the fortress and not return, unless
we could intervene. | found the lieutenant and |ooked him sternly be-tween the eyes. “ The prophecy
requireshi ... requiresthisone.”

They did not think of refusing. My old magician was pushed out to uslike lint from a bellows, with his
poniesand A.

“What prophecy isthis?” whispered Dowlninto my ear. In Velonyie.
“Surely you must have some sort of prophecy with thisold womaninit,” | answered in the same tongue.

Didacticdly he said, “| dedl in dreams, not prophecies. And | have had no dreams about an old woman
with bellson.”

Asthe magician |eft the sorry group of captives, dl eyesfollowed him: some sad, some resentful, and one
man purely despairing. Inindecision | entered the belly of the wolf and | heard myself shouting, “No! No!
| know it. These must be scattered! Even here on the street, they must disappear. Go! Fleelest the
prophecy overtakeyou al!”

Inariot of feding they scattered, and | drove my weary horse into the center of the troop with no great
carefor the cavarymen surrounding me. My arrogance overcame them, as had that of Dowln, but his
was natural and minethe result of ridiculousinspiration.

All the prisoners were gone, and though one or two of the troopers had watched them go, none had tried
to take them back. The magician was gone, too, into nowhere with both his ponies. “You lied,”
whispered Dowln, sounding quite hurt.

My antic mood had not left me, and hiswords stung me into further barogque action. To those among the
cava-rymen il close enough to hear, | called, *'Y ou obey me because you think me to be Minsanaur
Reingish. Y ou arewrong. Reingishisno longer with us, nor isthering Adiamant.” | held out my hand
showing the black ring and itsstar of blazing silver. “Thisisnotit. ‘| FIND MY LIGHT IN
DARKNESS,” | read to them and then | pulled off my kerchief to expose my sun-whitened hair. “1 am
not Reingish but Nazhuret.”

They fled. All the troop horses plunged away, knocking pedestrians right and left. Some screamed. Even
the lieuten-ant was gone from view, and the intersection was much quieter.

The mul€ s picky little steps caught up with my horse again. “ It was your prophecy, then, that made you
do thisthing? Not mine but one of your own.”



| glanced back in surprise. 1t seemed my absurd babble had convinced him, and | wondered at the
qudity of hisown visions, if he could be so gullible. But he had seen mein his dreams, and he had seen
Arlin. “1 had no prophecy, DowlIn. Asyoufirs said, | lied.”

He trotted behind me dubioudy. “But the next part. About who you are. That wasnolie”

Arlin, who had been flanking the cavary troop (in case of difficulties), now pressed up with us. “No, it
wasdl true, but Zhurrie made the mogt of it. He has agift for rhodo—

montade, when he needsit.” She spoke smugly as any wife over her husband’s clamsto fame, and |
glowed compla-cently as any husband.

Dowln was not donewith it. “But what you said—and my ring on your finger, shining inthe night. | did
have that vision. Of you as you werejust now. That'swhy | made the ring. It must be important.”

| hated this. “ Sink your visions on an anchor,” | said, and the subject was dropped.

Theinn hefound for uswas very nice. The dinner amost made me weep. After egting, we dl dept like
the dead, and | was king among them.

It began to rainin the middle of the night, or so | gathered next morning from the soggy appearance of the
street outside. Our inn room, too, had a soggy fed to it, as did my knees, that had spent too many hours
hugging ahorse,

Dowlnwas awakefirst and | let him havefirst cry upon service. He bathed in front of the the stove, with
aRezhinian disregard for modesty. | remember that naked he did not ook so much like alean woman:
so0 much like Arlin. Hisgold collar stole thefirst light in the mom, and when helifted it up from his
collarbones, | saw it had left aring of scarring around his neck.

| wondered what we were to do with him.

“Wherewill you go, in Veonya?’ | asked him, usng the mumbling voice that usudly will not wake my
lady. “ Have you family somewhere?’

Hedried hisfacein atowd before answering, and | thought perhaps he was weeping, but when he
looked at me he seemed cool enough. “If | had, Nazhuret, | would go anywhere but to them. What
soldier of Old Vesting would welcome the return of a son like me?’

“A soldier likeme,” was my answer, and | meant it, though | distrusted his dreaming-gift. He did not
reply to that, but he said instead, “I am charged with seeing you hometo Velonya. After that isdonel
will have no further interest in the place.”

It wasin my mind to ask him how this attitude meshed with hisingstence upon talking in his parents
language, and how he had introduced himself to me, so forcefully as* an-other snowman,” but the other
surprise he had just offered buried that question. *Y ou are charged with seeing us home?’ It wasArlin
gpeaking, her voice growly with deep. Shewas Sitting up in bed, her hair in her face. “1 remember being
told it was we who were ,supposed to take you north.”

The damp towe sagged and dipped down his body, catching in the chainwork of the collar onitsway.

AsDowln stared, | heard the rain against the window, cold but peaceful in sound. Out of the corner of

my eye | noticed that the plaster under the window was water-stained. On impulse | touched it with my
finger and left amark.

Dowln sat down at the foot of the bed. “. to take me north?’ His eyes went from confusion to anger to
dreary amusement. “By the sanaur, | suppose?’



| answered him, and he sat there unblinking, looking through me. Dowln was hardly older than | was.
Amid hisdreams, treasures, and propheciesit was easy for meto forget that fact, but now in this
uncertainty, and in the uncertain light, he looked no more than a boy.

“Waell. That iscertainly like old Mynauzet” He contin-ued to stare past me—at the rain-clouded window,
| suppose. “Which do you think istrue? Did he expect you to protect us, or usto protect you?’ | asked
him, mostly to smooth over the betrayd | felt in sympathy with his.

“It' sprobably both,” Arlin said, scratching her black head with both hands.

Dowln gavealittle smile, taut and chilly. “ Knowing the sanaur as | do, my friends, | would bet money
that he had athird ideain mind, that he shared with none of us.” His expression grew even sharper and
his eyes cameinto focus as he added, “ Perhaps he has filled me with fase information, so that if you take
meto your king hewill beled astray.”

“I doubt you would tell anything to damage Rezhmiaor the emperor,” | said to him. With hisgrin
unchanged, he answered, “1 don’t imagine myself immune to strong per-suasion. Few men are.”

Thisideadid more than surprise me; | wasangry. “Y ou don’'t know our king ether, fellow. He would
never harm an envoy.”

Now the grin changed. It became less painful, but more maicious. “ Can King Rudof afford that kind of
gdlantry, Nazhuret? When he might save, the lives of hundreds of his own men, or even the women and
children?’

“It doesn’'t work that way,” | stated, but | have to admit that | was thinking of the single survivor of the
Naiishraid, five years ago, and how his cries shocked the camp.

Arlin cleared her throat. “ It doesn’'t matter, Dowin. We aren’t taking you to the king, but to our teacher.
If we can find him. And you may believe that he is one of the few you mention, who areimmune to strong
persuasion. Or any other kind.”

He glanced from one of usto the other. “What sort of teacher is' this? Of sciences?”’
| answered readily, “ Of sciences and more. He ... he made both of uswhat we are.”

Dowln’'sblue eyes, lit from the sde by gray window light, fixed on mine and | saw the black pupils
expand tofill the eyesand then diminish again. “Him. Yes him.”

He got up from the bed and pressed his face against the beading glass. It was cold, and he was il
naked, aswhite asmarble. “Yes, | will see him beforeit’sover,” he said, and he picked up’ the clothes
he was going to wear and turned his back to us.

| glanced at Arlin, to see what she had made of dl this, but she was sitting upright in bed., as naked as
Dowln, her gray eyesblack, her face intent, and her mind in the belly of the wolf:

The rain was daunting, but to remain in the town was dangerous, especidly after my maswerade of the
previous evening. There came anumber of small tremorswhile | washed, and when the servant came
with our breskfast tray, he was skidding his hip against one wall to prevent toppling over in the next
disturbance. He was a boy—to0 young to be snatched by the mobilization, | thought—and by the set of
hisface | knew he had not grown any more accustomed to the earthquakes than | had.

On thetray was a beautiful assortment of |ate green grapes and early red apples and oranges and
chestnuts. And pastries of three or four kinds. It was the most abundant moment of the year in one of the
most generous climates, and thiswas the traditiond harvest breekfast of the well-off who visited the
vineyards, where Rezhmian soil met the equ-able winds off the Old Sea. Such an unexpected luxury for



peoplein our situation. We had come to the palace and gone from it, and had eaten only leftoversand
poison. Now here, in the gray and the driving rain and between long rides, we got the good food.

“It won't happen again,” said the boy, putting hiswork of culinary art upon atable and spreading out
plates and glassware.

“Wewon't eat likethisagain?’ | asked earnestly. So many people had engaged in dreams and
prophecies around me that | was quite prepared for the busboy to revea my future.

He showed a moment of adolescent contempt for my stupidity. (Here was one who had not mistaken me
for roy-alty.) “No, sr. | mean the earthquake. Professor Aganish of the Institute says that these are the
last vibrations of the war—

day quake, and that they will not hurt anything ese.”
“The war-day quake?’

He had finished his table-setting and left in the center of the table astained copper bowl of grape leaves,
just touched by the colors of autumn. He adjusted the decoration until it was perfectly symmetrica and
sad, “That’'swhat they're calling it.” Hetook his gratuity without expresson and Ieft the room, spinning
hisempty tray inthear.

Arlin and | were wdl into breskfast when Dowln strode in, hisface white and glistening with rain. “The
poniesaregone,” he announced. “ Stolen during the night.”

Behind him stood two men, one of them obvioudy a horse groom and the other the hosteler himself. The
latter wrung his hands and grimaced for us.

“Not the good horses, mind you, and not the mule, but the ponies.”

Arlinand | got up without aword and followed them out. | remember that my lady was carrying abunch
of pae grapes, which glowed in the morning light like dewdrops or like fish eggs againgt her black deeve.

The party of us had the satisfaction of staring al together into two empty stalls sprinkled with horse
manure. The hos-teler made apol ogetic noises while reminding us that he was not responsible for things
stolen. Arlin sighed and went to see whether our saddlery was intact. When she returned she told the
flurried hosteler and the outraged head groom that it was all right.

They stared, and so did I. “How—all right?” asked Dowln. “They weren’t much but you may need the
money they would have brought at sde.”

Arlinleaned negligently againgt the stall door, the very image of a cocksure young idler who knows more
than you do. Her hands were playing with afeather. | looked at the feather.

“It' sl right,” | said. “I know what happened. Therewon't be anything e semissing.” Asthe hour was
getting on, | went back and finished my breakfast.

Dowln questioned us again and again as we dimbed the vine-covered hills on wet and laboring animds,
on our re-Lotionswith the King of VVelonya and with our teacher. Ex-plaining was more difficult than was
theclimb.

“Weare not soldiers,” | told him, and when that wasn't enough to be accurate, | added, “We don’t fight
at anyone€ scommand.”

My wet slks dung as close, to me as my skin, leaving me steaming and with the feding of being naked on
the back of the horse. Arlin’s black, quilted velvet was soaked and heavy, but the individua dropswere



trapped in the nap, giving her ajacket of crystal. DowlIn’ slinen was scarcely wet; it shed therain.

“Everyonefights at the emperor’s command, in Rezh-mia,” he said. | heard Arlin cough, and | cursed the
wegther.

“Everyonefights at the king’'s command in Velonya, too,” she answered him. “We don't, becauseit is
inappro-priate for people of our teaching. If the king does’t like that, he can dways have us hunted and

hanged.”

| thought she coughed again, but it was DowlIn’ slaugh. “And would you permit yourself to be hunted and
hanged if it weretheking' swish?’

“Yes” | sad, and “No,” said Arlin, together.

By midday the rain had eased up, but the road had gotten worse, and the vines gave way to rock. By the
position of the brightnessin the clouds that marked the sun | guessed we were gpproaching the mountain
ring and the city of Bol-oghini. We got off and led the beasts, except for Arlin, who went easier by
driving her galion from behind while holding to itstall. | tried this, but it was awkward for me, while
Dowln expressed no desire to take such libertieswith amule.

Weadll suffered, pumping our stiffbodies over the stones, but | did not hear my lady cough again, and the
horses, free of weight, fairly dragged us forward. The afternoon was downhill, which was lighter but more
dangerous, and Arlin’sstdlion took adip and came down on his chin, nearly smash-ing her left leg under
him.

Again Dowln pressed for answers, shouting over the stones and through the rain. What arts did we study,
who was our patron, and whence came the money to keep us? Arlin had relgpsed into her usual silence,

S0 it was up to meto bellow back, “Optics! We studied optics and astronomy. And languages. Arlin
learned some medicine, when the teacher felt inclined, and of coursewe learned to fight ...”

(Theart you scorn most and teach best. We learned to fight.)

“But you said you won't fight,” answered Dowln, con-trolling his mule with effort. The beast had decided
it had had enough running and would now walk. Its decision was unaterable. (Dowln’ s voice had begun
to give way that after-noon. Contrary to my ignorant expectations about the voca power of eunuchs, he
spoke neither shrill nor strongly, and | don’t recall that he ever sang a note before me.)

“I said wewon't fight on command,” | answered. “ And more than that: we would be usdlessin an army.
Our killsare solitary. By impulse. Ingtinct, perhaps.” | had never had to describe our eccentricity so
openly. | fdt everything | was saying to be wrong.

“What you appear to be, istemperamenta. Art without discipline” Dowln shook awet finger at me, and
now it was Dowln who was coughing as he rode.

| lost my temper as| rarely do. ‘ Temperamentd’ ? Per-haps. * Without discipline,” | will not grant you!
And asfor our patron, our monies.. Know this, you horse-faced Rezh-mian dreamer: everyone and no
oneisour patron, and our monies are what we can beg! We are beggars, fellow! Beggars and smpletons
who have just lost ababy and did not want to be sent sick and grieving into a catastrophe of the earth
and of treachery in the country of the enemy!

“...and that’ swhat Rezhmiaisto me, ‘grandfather’ or no. The enemy. | want to be home!” Then, to
completethe circle, | began to cough.

Dowlnlooked closdly at me, under his pouring hood, seeming completely unoffended by my outburdt.
Arlin trot-ted up and stared as well.



“Zhurrie! Areyou redly angry for once, or isthis aso apublic entertainment, like being ‘King of the
Dead' 7’

“I'mredly angry,” | said, and a that statement | was suddenly angry no longer, but only weary, cold, and
very disheartened.

In the dome city, they told usthat if we had been there afew days previoudy, we would not have had a
chance at aroom, for the city was mobilizing. (I wondered whether Ve-lonya, too, was mobilizing. |
hoped so, and | feared it.) One day later and we would have been out of al luck again, for they were
expecting the Shoreland Infantry to pass through, going west. Asit was, Bologhini was empty, and we
had our choice of, good rooms and fresh fwd.

Arlin ate without conversation and went to bed early. | was aching, but along way from deep, so | went
to the bath house to bregthe the steam. After afew minutes, Dowln joined me. He did not use his towel
to dab swest or to cushion his head on the bench, but instead he stuffed it under his golden collar, to
keep the metd from burning his skin. hi the dark he smdlled differently from mast men. | tried to andyze
the difference, but the room was scented with orange oil and my noseisno scientific instrument.

“She saysyou didike dmost no one,” he whispered after aquarter of an hour. “But | fed that you didike
rm"

“Don'tsay ‘she’” | said, and | peered around as though the empty room might not be empty. “Not in
public.”

“All right. Arlin says....” Heleft the rest of his state-ment hanging in the air.

| was too tired to be embarrassed, and too tired to, deny for kindness sake. | took a steamy breath and
told him: “You do things| can't like. You ... twig the fabric of lifewith your ‘visons.”

“You don't believeinvisons?’
“| don’'t approve of them. | think they are a path going nowhere. | think perhaps you started thiswar.”
Helaughed at me. “If | did, Na-Zhurett, then you did too, for you are my vison.”

| ignored that. “ And you whip people on the street. | find that terrible. Y ou are arrogant with the poor
and harsh with animas. And you love my wife”

“Now we haveit,” he said, and sighed, and rested hislong Old Vesting chin on hisknobby Old Vesting
knee. “Though she says sheisnot your wife.”

| did not fedl ready for thisexchange. | poured water over my head. “ There has been no public avowd:
sowhat? A legitimate child of minewould bein danger ...”

“Evidently, any child of yoursisin danger,” he said. Hiseyeswere paein thefirdight like adry winter
sky, and | could not be sure | saw sympathy in them.

“But you don’t deny you love her, | notice.”
He showed histeeth. Perhaps he was smiling. “No, I’ ve dways been alittle bit in love with death.”

“Therel” | pounded the bench. “That' swhat | can’t stand about you Arlin isa person, with different sdes
to her, and ahigtory al her own!”

Dowln pointed hisfinger a me. “Don’t cal Arlin*her.” Not in public.”



| dmost got up and waked away from him, but | wanted him to understand. “Listen. | knew her at the
age of thirteen years, when she escaped her house and played in the markets with me, riding the swan
boats on theriver and getting into trouble. That is what aperson is. Not amere vision, word, concept.
Evenif you weretotitle her * perfection,” it would be adiminishment from what sheisredly: eyesand
mind and twenty-eight years of life.”

Dowln nodded, asthough | had merely agreed with him. “I’ m not ignorant, my friend. Nor stupid. But |
aso saw her with Reingish, and equdly with al those things, she is death.”

| flopped down on the bench, the towe over my eyesto shut him out, but he continued talking. “But you
have no reason to be unhappy because | love your wife. Shelovesyou. | have never seen such apassion
or such aloyaty. To me sheiskind, as shewould beto ahorse.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “There. Y ou don't know that Arlin is never kind to men as sheisto
horses.”

“Wall, I am not aman, am |? Perhaps she has never met a eunuch before and thinks me some sort of
beast. | don't object. And you should be gratified that | love her, like any man who owns ajewd that
other men covet.”

| waited before answering, and the peace of the hissing fire and thefirdight dancing on the rows of
benches quieted my mind. “I don’t want to own anything other men may covet,” | said to Dowin. “And
don’'t say in front of Arlinthat | own her.” —

Then | did get up, rinsed, and went to bed. It was our last bed of any kind for some days.

The mule was usdlessto us now. It had lost confidence, or at least itstemper, and it would not move
under saddle. Dowln was compelled to sdll it to the innkeeper for much lessthan itsworth and to buy a
horse of less sensibility. We were further delayed because it had to be ahorse that would fit amule' s
saddle. Luckily the back of aracing anima is much like that of amule. (Perhapsthisis not random
chance.

| was missing the good sense and comradeship of Daffodil aready.) Dowln was mounted, and possibly
overmounted, on abay gelding not long retired from the five-mile track outsde Rezhmia City.

For awhile we kept to the road by which we had first approached Bologhini, but when the teeth of the
mountai ns opened onto the plain, Dowln pointed us south of the way we had first come, where no path
lay over the dead grass and autumn-dry scrub, and said this was the straightest way to Warvaa: safety
for usand the beginning of the roya cou-rier line. At first | thought thiswas another of hisvisions, but he
showed me the compass in his saddle pomme and the map in hiswaxed bag.

Now the eunuch led, on hisfresh and anticsome horse, and | was surprised by the coolness Dowin
showed while being flung around in the saddle. A man who usualy rode awhite mule would not be
expected to ded with such micchief, and in the continuing rain besides. Again | could see DowlInrisingin
Arlin’ s estimation, but as the hours of rain hit us and the horses dipped upon dick ground and floundered
in sandy ground and the whimsica wind of the flatlands buffeted us north and then south, | lost interest in
personal worry.

| had said to you that | wasn't surewar could be avoided or should be. Now | was appalled at such
arrogance. Such ignorance. Now therewaswar, and | had failed to stop it.

What now? We were pounding aong as though we had areal message to ddliver asthough liveswould
bewon or lost by our speed, but surely King Rudof had put spies and messengersin place long before
he had sent us. Were we running to save the North, or to save ourselves from the army that followed?



“How far behind do you think they are?’ | caled to

Dowin. Asheleaned to listen to me, the dark day waslit by lightning and his horse objected and DowlIn
hit the ground.

| caught the beast, cursing it, and helped Dowln back on. Even doused in mud he looked fair, tall, and
noble. Like Old Vesting. He made no fuss about the tumble, and did not waste temper on his horse.

“The Hainaure Cavary? They won't make this sort of time. A week, easily. But the Shoreland Infantry is
before us. They may have reached Zaguashlon by now.”

Thisfilled my cup of misery. | felt the wet cold through the woolen shirt | had put under the Silks. Rain
dripped off my hair as though from so many downspouts. Arlin turned her horse to us, not to check upon
Dowln, as| had thought, but to ride awhile with me.

| felt obliged to give the man his due. “He handles that asshole of a horse preity well, doesv't he?” |
asked her. “And he' snot oneto complain.”

She sniffed, not necessarily from scorn. “He' sdl right. | wish hewould trade with me; I’ d appreciate a
horse like that. But he has some sort of superdtition about riding astalion.”

We wereriding dowly enough to chat, because the bay had bruised himsdf alittle with his stunt. “Maybe
he feels people would mock him for it,” | whispered to her.

“Wewouldn’'t,” shereplied. “ And ifhe wanted, he could make some really naughty jests about me on top
of thisboy.” She dapped her stdlion’s beautiful, soggy neck. It made a sound like mud pies. “And yet
he' s so mannerly, Dowln could easily handle him.”

“Could 1?7’

Arlinlaughed and turned her face to me. Her hair was full of rain gutters, too. “ Of course you could,
Nazhuret. Y ou can handle dmost anything. Y ou havelet thisblond changeling intimidate you. | don't
know why.”

| didn’'t inform her. | was consdering athree-way switch, whereby Dowln could have hisgelding and
Arlin her racehorse, when she emptied my mind entirely by saying:

“I don’'t know. | might decideto fight in thiswar.”

| was no longer cold. | was swesting. | asked her what she meant. “Powl would warn us not to try. That
it would be usdlessfor us, and fatal.” | heard your voice, old teacher, across the years and through the
rain, and | repeated your wordsto Arlin. “... Do not touch the police, the military, for you will wind up

“I believeit now, after the last five years. The more wetry to help, the lesswe will be understood. No
good to them and deadly to us.”

Arlin trotted afew yards before answering. “1 said ‘1, Nazhuret. Not ‘we.” And about Powl. Do you
think he him-sdlf isn't dready planning battles with the Icing? Or with those old dliances of his, of which
he spoke?’

“Old dliances? Oh, yes. And odd acquaintance. | re-member, now. | thought he had meant us, by that,”
| an-swered her.

She shook her head forcefully. “No. He was talking about his own strength, apart from us. He hastools
that we ... that even you don’'t know about, Zhurrie. ‘Powl’ isonly apart of the Earl of Daran.”



| had known that, but not dwelt upon it. “What Powl! teaches usto be, we are, Arlin. Powl himself may
well be something different. What' sthat to us? Heisthe carver, not the carving.”

“We are not the same carving,” she said very gently. “I'm sorry if hearing this upsets you. But hear me,
my true knight. | will fight for Velonya.”

“My true knight.” Arlin caled me by those awesome wordsrarely. Each time she did it was as though the
sky opened to receive me. Thistime, however, it was only rain that went through the opening in the
heavens, and my heart did not rise at al.

Anather thing you said to me was regarding attach-ments, which you fed will tie my hands and warp my
un_

derstanding. Of course you' reright, but sometimesit isimpossible to be completely right and sometimes
itismerdy foolish. If Arlin chose dlegianceto rule over adlegiance to our teaching, she would not go to
war aone.

| rode londly and full of dread, and | took the opportunity of therain to weep alittle. | included all the
dead inthered city in my weeping, even my cousn Reingish.

The rocks gave way to the plains, and the horses under us showed their true usefulness. | believe we
were three days crossing over what had taken us so long before.

The saddiebags grew lighter, for the animds ate with the sullen singlemindedness only aman who has
worked with hisbody could appreciate. Dowln’ s replacement horse had become Arlin's, and it kept the
mogt flesh, having had fewer days of hardship behind it. Mine, which had been hers, suf-fered mogt, and
| became obsessively concerned with pre-serving the sdlion.

Arlintold mel did nothing wrong as arider, and as | learned most, of what | know not from school or
from you, Powl, but from her, | could only trust her word. But still the poor creature grew o thin the
girth would not tighten, even when | stopped and made alittle knot in each of thefibersinitsweave. |
had to hold the saddle * on by balance, and between the natural sway and the lack of padding on the
stallion’ swithers, he soon devel oped a bare patch and then asore. | threw away the saddle and rode
bare on that very bony back.

My own body aso hurt, although I’ m sure not as much asthe horse' sdid. My fingers on thereins
stiffened and locked and ached at night as they never before had (But they have since, in wet wegther, or
at achange of season.) Theinsides of my thighs were abloody bruise.

On the second night | saw apatch of blood, some dry and some shining, on DowlIn’s saddle, and for a
moment |

had the aarming thought that his castration scar had opened again, more than twenty years afterward. |
then remembered he had had even lessriding to harden him lately than had 1.

| called his attention to the stain, and without expression he pulled arag from his gear and began to dry
the spot. The rag was dark aready with dried blood. “What should | have done?’” he asked me, hisvoice
like hisface. “Asked to stop?

“We are probably now even with the infantry marching aong the searoad, and tomorrow, if the spirits
dlow, wewill bein thetown of Warvala Then my duty to you will be over.”

We camped only afew dozen yards from astream, and Arlin was carrying water in apot and spilling it
onthehorses' backs, so that the salt of their sweat would not irritate them. The beasts were hobbled
instead of picketed. (They were not going anywhere by choice.)



“What isyour duty?’ she asked him. By her voice, she wasthe least tired among us: but Arlin had been
bornto ride.

Dowlin sighed and settled onto the turf. | saw that his blousy Rezhmian riding breeches were tiff with
blood, and even hislinen cloak was speckled. “To seeyou to Veonya. Just that.”

Arlin’seyeswere bright and paein the starlight. We had no fire. “How are you to do that, emperor’s
man? If we meet soldiers...”

“Then | am the emperor’ sman. An extension of his person, in fact. Do not dismiss the importance of
that.”

The shining eyes narrowed. “But do not presume too strongly upon it either. We are not &t court.”

Dowln laughed, showing white teeth. “1 knew there was something different about this place,” he said.
“Sothat'sit. It'snot the court.” Arlinlaughedin reply.

| wasflat on the ground with no desire to do anything a al, so | saw them both outlined against the
blackening sky, and | remember the scene very well.

Arlin came and sat beside me, but she was not done with him. “What about the Naiish, sword-maker.
What vaue will you beif the Naiish catch usagain?’

DowlIn’s eyes went wide, and then distant. In the severe light of the sars, hisblue eyeswere the same as
Arlin’sgray ones. He sucked in his bregeth and held it.

“My vaueis, corpse-maker, that with methe Naiish will not catch you.”
She did not take this appellation as an insult.

On the next day my stdlion’s heart began to go wrong. He would utter a“whuff” and | would fed the
music of a crazed drummer between my knees. He did not dow down, but his head began to sag, and to
sway left and right asthough in aconfused wind. | rlayed dl thisto Arlin, but it was no surpriseto her.

“He' stoo muscular,” she answered, looking down on the horse' s neck. One could see the muscles, as
well asveinslike hands of fingers reaching, dearly under both hide and hair. “Heis good for aday or two
at this speed, but for spanning, countries you want ahorse with light bones and neck. Not asimpressive,
but likemy ... likemy ...”

“... likeyour Sabia,” | finished for her, because now it was Arlin who was weeping: weeping as though
she'd never yet wept for themare at al. Or for the baby.

Because of Arlin’supset, and my concern for her, and Dowln’s physica misery we didn’t notice aswe
passed into aloose herd of bt/f1210. At last | looked up and saw one horned head, and then two, and
neither of them offered to gore us or to flee. My speed-dazed brain decided they must be domestic.
Ahead were many more of them.

“Arlin,” 1 shouted. “ Clear your mind! Naiish! Naiish!”

Shelooked up a me, her face wet and resentful, and then in two seconds her eyes had unfocused and
then hard-ened again, and grief was behind her.

“Keepriding,” screamed Dowin. “Keep riding and don’t change your direction left or right!” It wasas
though he had adetailed map of time, aswell as of the north marches of Rezhmia. | hated him for thet,
but | kept riding.

Aswe reached the center of the herd, the anima s began running from us, lowing nasaly as buffalo do. |



remember one cdf that had difficulty getting out of the way. It seemed that its horns, dopping thisway
and that, overbalanced it at speed. It fell threetimeswhile | watched. Wild buffalo must have more
coordination, or there would be none | ft.

When we came out of the buffao’sdust, | saw the un-thinkable before us. Two of the long brush-built
houses that make seasona homes for the Naiish people blocked our way. Between them wasaNaiish
well and only ten feet of passage, in which many of the people had gathered to see what was disturbing
their cattle. This congestion of people was only eighty feet ahead.

“Ride, ridel” screamed Dowiln, like an angry old woman, and he took out his damned little whip and begat
our horses about the hocks with it.

| cursed the eunuch as| haverarely cursed anyonein my life, but the horse had the bit and we were
passing the weft.

By God'sgrace, | think we didn’t kill anybody.

There was shouting behind us, and after aminute there was the sound of hooves, but we passed by afew
tents and some frightened cattle and we were alone again on the rough grass.

The gtdlion’ s breath sounded like mad flutes.

After ahdf hour, Arlin pulled up her racehorse and my mount was not so crazy asto want to gallop
aone.

“Wevelost him,” she said, and turned in her own steps. “Dowlin.”

| had not thought the pursuit that effective. | had not heard asingle arrow, but my anger at Dowin, which
had heated to conflagration, chilled instantly to be replaced by worry.

Wefound him in five minutes. His horse was trotting heavily, its chin aninch from the grass. “I fell off,” he
said, and he smiled through a split lip. His beardless cheek was a criss-cross of scratches. “But | had the
senseto get away before doing it.”

“Let me clean that facefor you,” | said, but he pushed right past me.
He shook hishead. “I’'m not stopping again.” He kicked his horseinto a canter.

We cameinto Warvaabefore nightfall, and to me it seemed an act of magic, so unexpected it was. | had
not realized we' d crossed the border. The town looked very fa-miliar, but also very busy. As| sat inthe
main stret, recaling the way to the Y ellow Coach (where | was sure we would find hospitdity, if onlyin
memory of my usefulnessin times past), the stdlion | rode died under me, and amost crushed mein
fdling.

| rolled to my feet and stared at the beast, till beatiful inits parched lifelessness. | remember that
somehow inits agony it had gotten its tongue over the bit, and that seemed to me the mogt pitiful part of it
al. Arlin reminded me | was till holding one of thereins.

A dead horse always draws a crowd, though everyone has seen a—dead horse before. Out of this
crowd marched alittle man, about my height, portly and with his hair combed sideways over abad
dome. “Say, you can’t leave that here,” he said.

Thereis also always someoneto say that in such in-stances, too. | have heard it said, in those words and
in that tone, about the smashup of aladen lumber wagon. Asthough the teamster could put the huge logs
over hisback and march off ...



| wasin no mood to, hear those words right now.

| wasthinking I did not know how long this accident would dow us down. | was thinking we had
probably only some hours' lead on the Rezhmian infantry moving up from the South. | was thinking that
such afine stalion had doubt-less had aname, and that | had never learned it and now never would. |
decided these thoughts were ingppropriate to the moment, and so instead | looked at the short,
swaggering citizen in front of me. Heran away.

| was dmost used to streetsfull of soldiers, but it took me aback when | saw the sky blue and white of
the Velonya Royals that surrounded us. | strode through them, and per-hapsit was the expression upon
my face or perhapsit was something Arlin did behind me, but the soldiers made way without incident.

The Ydlow Coach waswhere | had left it. There were two prettily dressed guards at the door who were
not intim-idated by travel stains or temper, so | shouted for Alshie, the landlady. After a hafnilnute of
waiting, | turned to go, around to the back, but the guards stepped away from the door and it was not
Zaguashlan Alshie who faced me, but Rudof of Velonya

“| stopped here upon your recommendation,” he said, with the broad smile of aman who isamused, and
expectsto be better anused. “But | didn’t really expect to meet you here.” His green eyestook in our
dirty, dry condition and more besides. His smile disappeared.

“You aren’t here by accident, are you? Y ou came looking for me. By the three faces, Zhurrie, your gifts
are supernaturd!”

| answered, “I’ ve heard just about enough lately about the supernatura!” Arlin gave a nervous guffaw
and | realiw-d that once more | had begun a conversation by insulting the King of the North.

The king laughed aso, and it seemed a strange sound for aleader at the edge of war Men do laughin
such times, but it isavery specia sort of humor, al barbs and edges.

| stood as closaly to him as | could and whispered, “ How much time do they give you—your spies? It
can be only hours.”

Rudof stared at us, hisfresh face going white under its freckles, and then he dragged me off my feet and
into the common room.

It was Arlin who told the king about the advance of the Shoreland Infantry in the South, and of the
emperor’ s Hai-naure Cavary on the plains behind us. She spoke much better than. | could have, seeing
anger turn to desperation and then horror in Rudof’ sface. While the king was still dazed, she explained,
that the Rezhmian heir, Reingish of the Red Knife, had died in an attempt upon the  naur’ slife, and that
the old man himsdf was*“leading” hiscavary.

King Rudof began to pace. As he moved hefdt adong the plastered, beer-stained wall besde him, likea
blind man feding hisway. “1 heard about an earthquake,” he murmured and then said louder, “... a
catastrophic earthquake. That'sdl | heard. | was certain that meant we had, al winter. Infact, | didn’t
expect an attack &t al. They have no cause: nothing to stir the people. Especidly if the young madman is
dead.”

So | told him about the roomful of sad weaponry the emperor had shown me, and about, theraids.

Now theking glared a me, and showed abit of histemper. “ There have been no raids. Do you think |
would do that? And if | did, that | would lie to you about it?’

Thiswas, complex, for dthough | did not think he would send soldiersto burn peaceful villages, |
thought'it likely that if he had done some such thing, he would lie to me about it. | thought it best to leave



the question done.
“I think that something did happen, and that the emperor told me the truth as he understood it.”

Rudof shifted his hands from the wall to the long benches, but he kept moving. “Y ou think hetold the
truth.

But he' syour reative—family, isv't he? | wonder where your loydty lies” He pointed an accusing finger,
and | saw the hand was bloody with splinters from the old wood.

Arlin pushed between us. “That was unworthy,” she said

| wasirritated too, and beginning to stiffen up. “1 am related to the emperor. And to you. To about the
same de-gree: second cousin or something like that.”

Theking, straightened in pure surprise. It must never have occurred to him that my being the son of
Norwess meant we shared a great-grandfather.

“And asfor my loyalty, it isto my own conscience, as we have discussed before. My time, however, has
been taken up by the. King of Veonyain no easy manner for thelast little while. And no matter what my
descent or my moti-vation, thousands of armed Rezhmianswill be at the border any hour now.”

Rudof sank onto abench and lay his damaged hand pam up on the table. “That’ sredly apity,” he said
digtantly, with agroaning sgh. “Because I’ m herein Warvaawith no more than two hundred useful
soldiers behind me.” He began to pick at the splinters with his other hand, which wasfar too large and
calloused for the task. Hisfingerswent dick with blood. “So what do | do, Nazhuret? Challenge the
emperor to single combat?’

| sat down on the other side of the table, but | had nothing to say. Behind the bar sood the very Alshie
whose attention | had been trying to draw, and though she met my eyes she was too intimidated by the
company, to gesture ahello.

Arlin remained standing, her face in the square of light thrown by the open door. “Powl,” she said, and
her face twisted Sdewaysin agrin. “Whereisthe Earl of Inpreswhen we need him?’

The king looked up intently at her, and for amoment their faces were mirrors, different only in color.
Two long, aquiline Velonyan faces. What had become of the third Ve-lonyan face: the one worn on an
other-than-male body, and concedling an other-than-V el onyan mind with other-than-human abilities?|
had lost track of Dowin when the horse died under me. | feared he might cometo troublein Warvaa. If
he tried to use hislittle white whip on the Zaquash locdls, for instance ...

| stood. | dmost went out the door to check on him, but this conversation was so crucid. Perhapsit was
hopeless, but it was crucid nonetheless, and besdes, even Zhurrie the Goblin is not fool enough to walk
out on theking.

Theking sgrin had straightened itsdlf, as though he' d found something wholeheartedly amusing amid the
hope-lessness. “Powl ishere! | don’'t mean in body. | haven’t seen him since | asked him to locate you,
back in middle spring. | have only had letters since, and the last one over x weeks ago. No, | mean all
that the earl hasto give usisdready here. | have spent over haf my life recelving Powl’ slectureson
history, government, ethics, military strategy, and ...” Unable to put anameto the rest of hiseducation, he
fdl slent and shrugged, looking for understanding in our eyes.

“And you, card cheat. What do you have of him?’

(Theking had called Arlin“card cheat” for the past five years, though | don't know that he believed she
redly was one. It was hisway of dealing with awoman who was not awoman—whose eccentricities



had saved hislife. He had never played cardswith Arlin, | am sure.)
Sheturned her face back to the shadow. “Have of him?

Five languages. An experimental pharmacology. Geology, optics, and of course, systems of combat. Plus
... the other.”

Both of them looked to me now, but | was not ready to speak. | was thinking of the way you introduced
me to my own death, and midwifed me back again, and how | had sat one day, shivering and aonein the
autumn rains, under red maple leaves and pale oak, and seen each individua rain—

drop fdl freeinto its own eternity. | was wondering why that sort of magic communicated so perfectly to
me, while DowvIn'’s bright and horrible dreams put meinto afury of pique.

“What have you learned, Nazhuret?’ the king repeated. “ Put your offering into the common pot.”

| could think of nothing that the two hadn’t said except that last thing which had reduced them both to
dlence. | said, “1 learned that mirrors mean nothing. That we can only know oursealves by looking at the
world—and especialy the peo-ple—around us. And each of us performsthat service for theworld in
return; we reflect it back to itself.

“That understanding isthe root of dl science. Of dl philosophy ...”
“..of dl gtting tied in achair, facing abrick wal,” added Arlin, out of our long common experience.

King Rudof leaned back and put histwo long legs and histwo large feet on the table. He.scratched his
carroty beard stubble with both hands and smiled the sweet smile that caused courtiers heartsto jump.
“With dl that on our sde, my friends, what chance has the emperor’s cavary?’

Of course, only minutes after that moment of under-standing we werein abitter quarrel, for two of your
three faces, Powl, were .of the opinion that the King of Velonya had to ride home at top speed, whilethe
king himsdf believed that the Bill of Parliamentary Limits, Signed after his coro-nation Six years before,
made the person of the king ex-pendable in times of war and, therefore, free.

“Thisisnot achessboard,” he said. Repeatedly. “It isnot agameat dl, and if it were, it would not end
with the death of theking.”

“Not deeth, sir,” Arlin corrected him. “ Capture. In chessit is capture of the king wewish to avoid. In
war, ds0.”

The couriers had gone out: those on horseback and those with wings. Had we been in civilized regions,
many hours would have been saved by use of mirror-stations. | regretted sharply not having used my
training in glass-grinding to help the Zaguash people ingtal such code-towers. They would have been
useful for other things than announcing invasion.

But large mirrors are expensive, and they need regular cleaning and constant protection. Codes need
trained oper-ators, and who would pay them?

| let Arlin and the king have at it, and | stood at the south end of Log Street and |ooked for dust rising
from the horizon of the plains.

Onceit had taken me three daysto walk from here to the border. | wasn't hurrying, then. | had crossed
this much territory between dawn and midday, on the stallion whose body had been hauled of the road
while we were at the Coach. | could see theflat track the barrel of the horse had left, and two rounded
rutsleft by its near-side iron shoes.



No dust on the horizon. The earth was too wet for risng dust. | wondered how much of the earthquake
had been felt up here. | wondered whether the infantry had crossed over the border, and whether some
horseman or pigeon had been dispatched from the pink city at the same time we had been, to tell the
Northit wasat war.

The horizon was not ill any longer, but the movement was singular, and it evolved into the shape of one
horse and hisrider. The man had dropped the reins and was flapping his arms as though he wished to lift
body, saddle, and horse together into the air. On second glance, he was besting his weary mount with
gticksin both hands. The animd’ s neck was straight as arod and carried no higher than its chest. | could
amogt hear its breath blowing.

This gpparition came not toward the corduroyed L og Street, but east of it, and a scattering of soldierson
foot ran past the last warehouses to meet with it and top it. The horse' s hindlegs gave way for a
moment, but it did not fall as my horse had. | wanted to know what the man had to tell, but no sound
traveled to me, except for the characteristic loping footsteps of King Rudof.

“I have an heir, Nazhuret! Tell her—uh, him, that | have two children, and the oldest of them ason! | am
infinitely more replaceabl e than—than this card-cheating Arlin, for in-stance!”

| wondered if a thismoment | had told the king how Arlin had saved the life of the Sanaur of Rezhmia,
he might not have seen her asfar more replacegble.

Shewas equdly excited. “And ask him how old this heir is, who is expected to take the reins of power in
case of hisdeath?

| did not “tell” Arlin, nor did | “ask” theking. Weall knew that Eythof was six yearsold. A little skinny
boy with brown eyes, red hair, and a dutter.

“Your Powl is regent,” Rudof answered the question | hadn’t spoken.

For amoment | was without speech, seeing my teacher, with hisdliptical language and eccentric ways as
the pilot a the helm of Velonya, and then | asked avery rude question. “How did you get the queen to
agreeto that? | don't believe she ... that she approves of theman at al.”

King Rudof blinked and hesitated. He decided not to get offended, but he was stiff in hisreply: “There
was no legal need for her approva.”

No approva and no knowledge of the plan either, I’ d bet. What a situation: abomb with along fuse! |
swallowed my next question, which was to have been “How did you get Powl to agreeto that?” and |
pointed beyond them, to where an emissary from the group which had received the rider was stamping
through the puddled aleyways toward us.

There were two men | recognized: one being thefirst miniger of the last parliamentary
government,—whom | had heard was *“ head of the loya opposition” in this one. The other man caused
Arlinto freeze, then to dip into apodtion hdf in front of the king and haf in front of me.

King Rudof thought he understood. “Don’t | et the colors prejudice you, my friends. ThisisMaleph
Markins, and heisnot much like hisfather.”

Arlin answered cdmly, her voice very different from the grate and growl of her argument. “\We met young
Leoue this summer, Sr. Someone had been trying to kill us, you see”

“I heardyou logt ...” Theking's green eyes shifted from her face to mine and hefdl slent. So | knew you
had told him about the baby. Until | saw the young duke in his bum-blebee colors, | had amost forgotten
that problem mysdlf.



“Itmay behe...,” Arlin continued. “We never found out; thiswar got in theway.”

Y oung Leon€e sfar vison was not the equal of Arlin’sor mine, but his reaction, when he made us out
besdethetall king, was at least as noticeable. He stopped so suddenly the excited soldier behind him
dammed into his back. His mouth hung open.

The head of the loya opposition scrambled up onto the road And to the king' s Side, completely out of
breath and white-faced.

“Terrible news, sir! A vast cavdry is approaching us from the South; ten thousand Red Whip riders, only
hours ,,,.,.”

Theking put his hand upon the man’s shoulder and smiled at him with redl enjoyment “Y ou must believe
me, Sir! They're coming!” said the parliamentarian.

“But | don't,” answered Rudof. “I don’t think there are ten thousand Red Whip ridersin existence,
Minigter Pel. | suggest what you see approaching isthe army of Rezhmia, bound upon invasion.”

The king got hislittle moment of satisfaction as he put ahand behind each of us and preset) ted his source
of news. It would be the last such moment in along while, | feared.

The king was't leaving, though he sent anumber of civiliansflying northward, Minister Pel included. He
sad hefdt that to flee the City of Warvda, leaving the citizenry to possible rapine, would be a
wickedness that no political good would be able to erase.

| suggested that it was his own presence in the town which was bringing it into danger, and he agreed, but
said aflight now would betoo late to correct matters.

We encountered the messenger at the Y elow Coach. He turned out to be a Zaquashlan who had ridden
out to take wild deer or buffalo on the plain, and come within sight of this nightmare encampment without
any of them seeing him. He described it as being composed of afew thousand riders, and broken in two
separate wings, which if they continued as they had been, would flank the city between them. He had
seen no very splendid pavilion, such as one would expect around an eighty-year-old emperor, but he had
seen at least two Naiish clan standards: the Boar of Five Horns and the Old Horse. There had been
snging, too, and theidiom was Naiish.

Thiswas confusing. Men who glimpse an army and then run amost dway's overestimate number, and |
could not imagine the emperor traveling amid only a*“few thousand” troops.

“They’ ve tamed the Red Whips!” It was the young duke talking. He had overcome his shock at seeing us
and sat at atable by that of the king and shoveled in asupper of bread, greens, and thin beer. | thought
either he was the sort who didn’t care what he ate, or his tastes were as monastic as his appearance.

“You can’'t tamethe Naiish people,” | answered him and the king together. “ They clamtheplainis
neither Velonyan or Rezhmian but Naiish, and who can contradict them?Who has eyer displaced them
who tried?’

“Wedidn't,” said King Rudof, who was egting the best cut off the joint as though nothing awaited him
this evening save his pillow nor the next morning save his bath. But he drank thin beer, like the duke.

Arlin had finished her argument, and having log, she ate with sllent intengity; | can’t remember what.

| do remember that ,| had a piece of the Coach’sfamousraisin pie. (Alshie makes an astonishing raisin
pie, and when | went to the counter, to beg a piece, she acted dmost like the woman who had paid my
wages, years before.)



“Of coursewedidn’t, dr,” answered the duke. “They have no affinity toward us. They are Rezhmian.”

Itisauniversd misunderstanding, at least among Ve-lonyans, thet, the Naiish and the Rezhmian people
are of one bloodstock. Most of my life | had believed so, aswell. Y et there was something about the
language of young Leoue, about hisway of reasoning, that reminded me strongly of hisfather, who had
hated me for the shape of my face and felt no embarrassment for doing so. | felt cold to the bone.

“Don’'t say that, my lord, in the presence of a Rezh-mian—especidly aRezlunian soldier. Nor to aplains
rider. If thereisablood reationship, it is not obvious from within.”

“Sr” was good enough for the king, but Leoue would naturaly be called “my lord.” Irisapeculiarity of
our modem aristocracy that the man of highest respect is called by thetitle given to every respectable
burgher. The nobility, who had lessto |ose than the king, held_ on to their privilege moretightly.

It makes of conversation asarcasm: especialy when it wasme caling old Leone sson “my lord.” Yet |
had no choice, saveto remain slent, and at this moment, silence was dangerous.

“Forgiveme, dr,” | said to Rudof, “but you must take this messenger’ s story with some sdt.”

“I do,” hesaid inturn, and glanced sidelong from meto theduke. “... And I’ ll sdt my food mysdlf, old
friend. | need no help.”

My journeys caught up with me; they overtook mein one moment, while | wasreflecting that the house
of Leoue and | had exchanged roles, and now King Rudof was chiding me for legping down the young
man' sthroat.

And Rudof himsdlf was no fledgling anymore. If | had amost thirty years under the belt, then so did he.
He had been king for sx yearsand it was al hisbusiness. So | fell adeep.

| woke with the king' s jacket thrown loosaly over my head, and afeding | had committed an error. Arlin,
across from me, was adeep with her hands wrapped around hersalf and her eyes open, in the belly of the
wolf. | have never met anyone; North or South, that had that trancelike facility, save Arlin.

The duke was il Sitting beside her at the table, though he had flung off hiswoolen jacket with its military
colors, and looked more like a student than a great bumblebee. “1 think you are mad, Sir. Forgive my
impertinence, but | think you are God-touched to go into disaster tonight, and | do not wish to encourage
yw.”

| saw the king' sface: amused, irritated, obstinate. It seemed avery Rudof mood. He noticed | was
waking and immediately poked metherest of theway. “All of Powl’s students are alittle mad, aren’t
they, Zhurrie?’

| was being seduced by the king, as | had been before, more than once. | resented it. “Asfar as| know,
gr, | anthe only mad one. Powl was careful in that way.”

The duke could not like hearing ustalk about you, since his own father had considered you the source of
al thena—

tion’' s degeneracy. (What an accolade!) He said nothing of his fedings, however, but merely asked the
king to repest hisplan, for my reactiontoiit.

Rudof poked me again, and grinned charmingly, but | was not comforted by that grin. “Of course | will,
Leoue. But I'd hoped his skillsran to hearing in his deep. No? Or you don't want to admit it?”

“No!” | spoketoo loud, and tried to wipe my weariness off my face, but the grains of grit were so thick
they made anoise, and abraded my skin painfully. “No, | was sound adeep, sir. What? What are you



planning?’

Helooked down a mewith the same air of schoolboys conspiring that had first led me into danger with
him, and he said, “1’m going to capture the Sanaur of Rezhmia, Na-zhuret. | will negate the entire
invasion by capturing the king. Chess—you know?’

| might have answered as the duke did, that thiswas madness. | certainly agreed that it was madness. |
might have decided at that moment that Rudof could not be turned aside, and it wastoo late to run safely,
and that it was better to go out in aspark of brilliance than be hunted into a corner. Both these answers
would have been acceptable to the man who wasthe king. But | chose honesty, and | said, “1 think you
will fail, gr. I think you will win nothing, and be taken for your trouble. | think if you arewilling, there are
enough people in thistown who will hide you, and see you safely north, regardless of occupation. |
mysdf will gand by y—'

“| wanted you with mein this! | am going, not fleeing, Nazhuret of Sordding! My only question is
whether you come with me or not!”

| remember not only the king' s dways-memorable an-ger, but also that Leoue flinched as King Rudof
titled me*of Sordaling,” asthough he had called me something e se en-tirely.

“Four days ago,” | answered, spesking dowly so as not to be caught by that, anger, “Arlin and | saved
thelife of the Sanaur of Rezhmiaagaingt an atempt by hisheir, Reingish. Arlin, infact, killed the
min'naur.”

“I guessed as much,” —said the king. | don’t know whether he was tdlling the truth.

“Of course four days ago we had no notion that the old man had decided for war. | don’t know what
difference that would have made. Y ou said it; he smy family. What sort of wegpon would that make me
inyour baitle, my king?

Rudof’ s eyes were brilliant as the sun through leaves. “Wegpon, Nazhuret? Have | ever asked you to
srike ablow againgt, anyone?

“Y ou are what you have been to mefor five years—alucky piece. Pure superdtition. | only invoke you
when hu-man help seems usdless, like now.”

| looked from my mad king to my lady, who was so deep into the belly of the wolf asto look more than
mad herself. Infact, Leone was the only one at the table to show human rationality, for | felt my own
reason dipping away.

| swung my feet over the long bench and stood up. “I haveto walk awhile,” | said, but | ran.

Thelast time | had been in Warvaa, it had been early winter, and Arlin and | had been dmost desperate
with cold. | had gotten work at the digtrict library, putting in order the Allec and Rayzhia collections, but
Arlin had paid most of our keep, with quick fmgers and some trained playing cards. For my sake she had
avoided the Y elow Coach. Now as | splashed the wet wooden streets, with the familiar wet smell of
winter dosing in, | wished so dearly for that time to be back again that | amost drove myself demented. |
stood at the porter’ s door of the library—one of the few brick build-ingsin this haf-civilized city—and
imagined | was going to work, filing books misfiled for the last twenty years.

| broke out of that delusion with my foot on the bottom stair, and | suddenly knew where | was going.

“I only invoke you when human help seemsusdless, like now.” | had been horrified by the king' sidea of
me, as| was horrified by the redity of Dowln. | was looking for Dowln, because human help seemed
useless, and | expected to find him where you would find ajeweler.



Thefirst shop | cameto was aready boarded up. The second, across the street, had aheavy wagonin
front of it, and that was|oaded with furniture and children. The burgher driving it looked Zaguash, and in
theloca didect | cdled w him.

He answered mein fine Rayzhia “He said you might be here. I’'m not sure he understands we are leaving.
| told him, but I'm not sure he understands.”

“Wéll, you never know, with Dowln.”

He pointed at the door and gestured | should open it. Then his horses hit their harness with arattle of
bells and the family was off.

Inside the house were afew tables and an empty display case, fronted in very good glass. Updtairs, dll
the bedding had been stripped from the beds, except for one, within which Dowln was nested. Histall
Old Vesting frame was too long for the Zaguash bed, and he was curled like a hedgehog.

He had bathed, and washed hishair. | envied him that, and | envied him hisdegp more. His blue eyes
were moving behind the tranducent eydlids. | felt agreat reluctance to wake him, for | was deadly tired

mysdif.
Dowlnwaslooking up a me. | lowered myself beside him. “Y ou were dreaming?’ | asked him.

He shrugged out of hisblankets. “I'm always dream-ing.”

“They'regone,” | said. “Thewhole family.” Then be-fore he could respond to that, | continued. “ Tell me,
dreamer. should | go?’

He didn’'t wonder where. “Why ask me? | am theem—
peror’sman. Asno onedsein Rezhmia, | am his”

The feather bed was seductive. | rubbed my facein my hands. “Yet | don’t think you'll lieto me. Should
| go?7’

He sat up, using the cold to bring him fully awake. “Y ou dso hate my gifts”

“But | no longer doubt them. And | have nothing else. | cannot see how thistown ... or my king ... or
Arlin and mysdf can survive through tomorrow. Not with any human help.”

Hisface, so paenormally, was touched blue, by cold or emotion. Helooked at me, black-eyed, and
then Dowln ran to the window and vomited bile convulsively.

| was astonished. | put ablanket over him until the spell was past, but he shivered hard for five minutes,
then shook his head, stood up, and dressed in fresh clothes.

Helooked down at me again, as composed as he had been in the ruined City. “Very few whom you
know herewill survive tomorrow, unless you go with your king.”

| took him by hisbony wrigt, to thank him, but he trapped my hand there. “ And aso, unless you teke me
withyou,” hesad.

| know that when our suicidd little procession left War-vala, | had been washed and given new clothes,
but though | have sat here at my table these ten minutes trying to re-member, | don’t recall wherel
bathed or what | put on. | doubt it was Rezhmian fmery, but | am not certain even of that.

Arlin dressed in black, and she rode a black mare | had never seen before. The king dressed in dull
russet, and that wasthe color of hishorse. Dowln, who had been, introduced to the king only as our



guide, was cloaked in gray, the color of the horse he had been lent. We looked like children’ stoys,
dipped into buckets of paint. Smple. Simple-minded.

Y oung L eoue was with us, dressed amost as black as

Arlin, and three others of the king’ s persond guard followed us splashing through puddles asthe light
faded.

The stars were astonishingly bright, and as | believed | waslooking at them for thelast time, | tried to
forget the geographica patterns by latitude and the astronomicd pat-terns by leve of light. Thiswasvery
difficult for me; science reared its head and gave me ten stars of the third magnitude and seventy of the
firgt, aswell asthe congtdlation of the Goose, just touching the northern horizon with one wing.

The plainsare splendid for star counting: not like my occluded native forests, which | would not see
agan.

It wasvery cold, and | remember feeling | could bear the rest of thisidiocy if only my fingerswere not so
chilled. And if Arlin were not here. | was dso irritated by the noise the guardsmen made—they who were
honored to bein smal company with the king and probably did not believe they wereriding out to die.

They shifted and creaked in their saddles, and tinkled their spurs, and spoke among themsdlvesina
ridiculous shilant whisper.

Tomy dight surprise, King Rudof wasirritated by them aso, and about an hour past sunset he sent the
three back to Warvala. So | guessthey did not die.

That |eft three of uswho had been stedlth-trained by you, Dowln (who wasinexplicably good &t being
quiet), and Leone. The young duke had had hisfather for ateacher: that man so much my enemy. He
taught his son stalking very well. Aswell asyou taught me. So we prowled toward the cavary of
Re7hmia silently, asthough stedlth could make any differencein the end.

When we saw the glow against the douds in the sky, we buried our horses' reinsin the soil. It wasan
anchoring that would serve until the beasts got hungry, or afraid. It was enough. They would find their
way home.

Theking led.

We walked over miles of short grasses, old but too wet to crackle underfoot. It seemed we had
dismounted too soon, because the fires were higher than we had thought and the encampment farther
away. Aswe topped the next rolling down, | saw the fires themsalves spread out before us, filling the
near horizon. They wereimpossibly many, likedl of Veonya s midsummer bonfires gathered on one
hilltop. In the middle were some flames that might be proud of them-selves, but for the most part thefires
were patry: not military issue. Together they al made apattern (1 spesk fancifully) like the sun wearing
the crescent moon as a skullcap. The sun’s skullcap was on the other sde from us. No more was visible.

| relayed what | saw, for among us my vision wasthe best. Arlin, meanwhile, had stood on tiptoe and
then lowered herself to the grass, turning right and left and sniffing like adog. “1 smdl blood,” she said.
“Atfirg | thought it wasthe sea, but it’ s blood. Blood and guts.”

Rudof snorted once or twice. “Maybe it’s adead animal, somewhere downwind. We are too far to smell
anything from the camp.”

| did not want to contradict the king unnecessarily, but Arlin’ snoseisasreliable asmy eyes. | could
smell nothing, but | tested the air. “Wind's coming from the South, sir. From the Reziunian camp to us.”

“Maybethey overtook aherd of bison or cattle and daughtered them for tonight'smedl.” The young



duke' s voice shook. | wondered how much fighting he had seen, if any, and why he wanted to be with us
inthisdementia

Arlin very haughtily informed him that it is not the custom for armies about to go into baitle to daughter
largeanimas: at least not in public. It isthen that soldiers are most aware of the smilarities between the
bodies of beasts and our own, and least inclined to watch entrails spilled upon the ground. Leoue took
the contradiction meekly enough, but | could fed his shiversthrough the earth.

Dowln gave nothing toward the discussion, and | was glad, because | had learned to be frightened every
time he opened his mouth. When the king led us forward again, Dowln was dose behind him. | cut in
between the two.

“I hear them,” said King Rudo£ He flattened himsdf and spoke into the grass: much better than
whigpering.
Arlin sank down more gracefully. In the same manner she said to us, “Isn't it fine that each of ushasa

specia sense or skill, better than the others. We are like the five old men in the parable—the king has the
ears, and Zhuniethe eyes, and | can smdll astink anywhere....”

Leoue was close by my right Sdeand | saw him flinch. After amoment of thought | redized hismisery
was dueto Arlin’swords. He thought we were making ourselves specid &t his expense. Eventheway he
stalked with us, out to the side and behind, reminded me of the wolf in the pack whom no one respects,
who huntswith them on sufferance.

Why had he come? Did he hope to win the king' s favor? The king was throwing himsdf avay, so there
was not much to win.

There was the dightest of noises behind me, and | looked around to see Dowin, tall and thin likeamile
marker, ob-scuring the stars. He had remained standing while the rest of us had followed the king to the
ground. His pae eyes, re-flecting pae light, were cam and salf-possessed. He did not fed it necessary to
imitate our actions.

If he was not his own man, he belonged only to one other. | thought he' sadave, but he' sthe emperor’s
dave, and hishumility isanother man’ s arrogance.

And | was abeggar, but | was abeggar protected by the king. | felt astrong compassion, for young
Duke L eoue, who would face the whole Rezhmian force believing that a beggar had more honor than he
did.

“I need no more remarks about my ears,” said the king, pointing along finger at Arlin, whom he liked
deeply despite al disagreements. “*Large ears make a deep soul.”™

“Long earsmake for obstinacy,” she answered. “Wit-ness the donkey.”

Now | heard, too. The sounds were Rayzhia, but where generally that language is a series of hissesand
growls (to the Velonyan ear), the sounds | heard were shrill and abrupt. And then there was wailing.

“Perhaps areligiousrite?” asked the duke, and | hoped no one would snap his head off for hisignorance.
No onedid.

“ThLy'regrieving ... someone,” said the king, raising his head again to look. “They must have hit
opposition d-ready.”

| heard Dowln lower himself to the earth and sigh.
We waited until the sounds had died down: until the bottom of the night. Despite my woolen



jacket—there! | have determined that | was wearing awoolen jacket—I was chilled and stiff. My mind
was more upon Arlin than upon my own desth.

| remembered her as she had been in the spring, when her pregnancy had first begun to change her. For a
while shewas sick: not just in the mornings, but a timesdl day, but then she blossomed like aflower, at
the sametimethe first flowers were blossoming. She smiled alot, and her saturnine persondity lightened
asmuch as| had ever seen it. Now she was black night again, with acalm coldness her training had only
purified.

Another man would have done his best to keep hislady out of this nightmare. Another man would have
wound up crippled or killed by Arlin, trying. Myself—I don’t know whether | could overcome and bind
afighter of Arlin’sstan-dard, but | know | could not best Arlin herself. Besides, she was one of your
students, Powl, and so her freedom was inviolable, even if it was only her freedomto die.

| was dmost equaly sick about the king, not merdly for his own sake but for that of Velonya. Therewas
no one else so perfect for the role of leader of our nation: no one else who had the persona power over
men and yet who would let himsdlf be chained by increasing law. There was no one ese who was taught

by you.

But because he was another of your students, and because he was king, | could not legp upon him, bind
him, and drag him back to Warvda | thought of it, | felt the ropesin my hands, | amost halucinated the
act asayoung man may hdlucinate copulation, but | did nothing. Instead | sat in the belly of the wolf, and
waited, and shivered.

It was adlent wait. Arlin was degp in her own contem-plation, and the king (to my surprise) was
engaged in asmilar meditation. | hadn’t known he had been taught the art. The young duke sat with one
knee up and hisface taut with discipline, and Dowln—there was no guessing the mind of Dowin.

We moved again when the king decided. Half the fires were out, and the sounds from the camp were
muted. We walked upright, trusting om eyes were better adapted to dark than those of soldiers sitting
around campfires, and that we were more adert than the average sentry.

Wewerewrong, for thefirst figure we saw we had almost overrun, and he turned and sniffed theair even
as Arlin had done. She was behind the man and she stood at least two handstaller. She put one hand
over hismouth and dit histhroat with her dagger. The man had abow and shetook it. Thiswhole act
astonished the king and Duke L eoue, too, but neither dared make a sound.

“That'sodd,” said Arlinin her degpest, quietest voice, but she did not explain. We went on.

Almogt, immediately the stink went from something to be noticed to something to be avoided. It was
fresh desth: daughteryard, not rot. First we found a horse, reduced to a barrel-shaped lump on the
ground, and next hisrider. After that the ground was dotted by corpses.

They weredl Rezhmian. Agtonishingly—al Rezhmian cavdry. There was another sentry, whom Arlin
took through the throat with an arrow stolen from her last kill. He went down cleanly.

“Sheismother deeth hersdlf,” said Dowln in my ear, with no emotion. So angry did thismake methat |
took thetall fellow by the collar and knocked him to his knees, which put hisface not far below my own.
| uttered one or two incoherent threats and in salf-disgust | let him go. He rose up again with no more
emotion than before.

Five hundred yards farther and another two dozen corpses behind us, we encountered sentries of the
more usua sort: cavalrymen close-paced, with harquebus and sword, and eyesrolling at the dark
around them. Behind them loomed the shadows of tents, and one of these was huge and complicated of



shape, dthough it seemed hdf collgpsed. Both Rudof and | recognized it as acommand quarters.
Perhaps the Sanaur Mynauzet was not within, but if he was not, | could not guess where he was.

At theking'ssigna we lay oursdalves down among the dead and considered matters. “If we can cut
through quietly, we can makeit to the pavilion. Once we have the emperor, we can use him for
protection.”

King Rudof spoke asthough heredly bdieved thispos-sble. | didn’t. The Rezhmian sentrieswere
standing no more than fifteen feet gpart. | estimated we would have to kill adozen to break through, and
that was without any nonsense of secrecy. Once through, we would drag the entire line behind us, likea
largefishinasmdl net.

Arlin crept up beside him. “Excuse me, gir,” she said to the king and the grass. “But | have an odd
thought.”

“I expect no less of you, civilian,” answered Rudof, with artificia formality. “ Expound your eccentricity.”

She rubbed her dirty face with two dirty hands. “Themen | killed | could not see dearly, but they were
carrying recurved bows and short, arrows. They were not dressed in uniform.”

He gtared intently at her, and even under starlight | could see atouch of greenin hiseyes. “ So?’

“S0, remember the last Velonyan incursion. Remember that it was not Rezhmiathat destroyed our heavy
cavdry ontheplains”

Theking swhole framejerked, slently. He shook hishead. “Y ou think it isthe Red Whips? That have
donethis? All thisto the second largest cavary in the modem world?

When she nodded, he stared again, and shook hishead again. “It isamost impossible to get the tribesto
unite, even againgt alarge enemy. Y ou know that.”

“They did it before. Thirty-two years ago.”

| suggested that if the assailan,s were Naiish, then there was a chance that the ruined cavary might be
approached peacefully. | had achanceto doit, with my resemblance to the family, and if the soldiers
knew | had proved friend to my “grandfather.”

Duke. Leoue was a my side, gtill shivering. Now he sighed aswell and ground histeeth. He put his hand
over my mouth urgently, and | shut up. He crawled up to the other side of the king and said into his ear,
“No, gr. | doubt it. I think it would be fatal to attempt arapprochement with the Rezhmians now. | have
another ideawho has harried the enemy. | think it isthe troops of Norwess Province. Of my own house.”

Now King Rudof was not only incredulous but angry.

As he could not shout, he shook the young man by the shoulder. “What possessed you to give ordersto
attack with-out my knowledge or permission? And why did you let us crawl out here on our bellies...”

“No, sir. No, sir, | did not order an attack. | did not even bring troops with me, except my persona
guard.” He dropped hisface againgt the turf, hard enough to bruise. He did it again. “God! Oh God! It is

only that | suspect ... | suspect ...”
He groaned and he waited to get his voice back.

“| suspect there are some of them who are not fully loya to me. Who never accepted me as replacement
to my father.”

“And you let this continue? Y ear after year, you lived with mutiny!” The king scarcely bothered to keep



his voice down. | thought we might get a dose of Rudof’ s famous temper, and that would surely see us
into the next world at the swords or guns of those nervous sentries. But we were lucky.

“No, gre. Sir. | didn’t know. | was at school, and with my teachers. And with you. Only recently havel
suspected ... They loved my father.”

King Rudof’ stemper shut itself off like awater vave. “Wasit your men who have been trying to murder
Nazhuret? Who chased these two over the western plains like a beat of hunters after deer? Who
attempted thelife of his... of hiswife and killed the baby in the womb?’

Y ou must havetold theking al this. | had not. Leoue grabbed the dead grassin both hands. “Not by my
order, gr. Infact, when this man came to me this spring, | was confident it was some other enemy who
wastrying to kill him. It seemed to me that afellow like him would have many enemies. | wanted to
bdievethis”

“Thisign't thetimeor placefor thisdiscusson,” | said, but no one waslistening to me. Arlin, with
marvelous little respect for royaty, had leaned over the king’ s back. “Y our troops have been burning
Rezhmian cities, Leone. Killing more children than just ... Nazhuret’s. Y our troops have arted thiswar.”

Asshesadthis, | redized it must betrue. “We can’'t know that,” said the young duke in misery. “We
can’'t know it.”

King Rudof, asishis custom when serving asjudiciary, Sghed and scratched hisbeard. “If not you,
Leone, whoisit your father’ s men now obey?’

Leouelooked &t the ground. “I don’t know,” he said. Then: “My mother,” he said.
“She never accepted his death. Nor that he had done ... what he did.”
Hedid not look up, and we all crouched there on the chilly earth in the dark, wondering.

“Your accent isbest, Zhurrie,” said the king into my ear. “You do it. Back up agood hundred feet and
cdl out. Cry for Gardl: there salways a Gardl in a Rezhmian company. Ask him to save you. Show pain.
Betheatricd. And don't let them find you.”

“Youdon't trust meto goinwithyou,” | said. Oddly enough, | was not angry &t this, nor hurt.

The king grunted and shook me by one shoulder. “Right, old friend, | don’t trust you. Not between
myself and this‘ grandfather’ of yours. Y ou Say here”

It was dmogt silent on the plains now. No moon-and afog over the stars. | dropped my voice even
further as| answered King Rudo£ “1 will stay if Arlin stayswith me.”

| heard the duke’ sanger in histhroat. “ Y ou' Il do what the king says, ingrate!” He spoke abit too loudly.
“That would be afirst,” answered Rudof, more quietly.

Arlin tapped me on the head. “No. No, Zhurrie. One of us must go in with them or they’ Il never make it
past the tent flgp. Don't worry, Nazhuret. | doubt one of uswill outlive the other by very long.” She
looked over to the king.

“But before we move, sr, remember that | am the one who killed the usurper, Reingish, and so saved the
emperor’scrown and hislife. Do you still want me?’

Under his muffling hands, King Rudof laughed: areck-less, red-headed laugh. “WE€ |l * never make it past
thetent flap’ without you, correct? So we haven't much choice.”



“You go back,” said Arlinto me, asthough ‘speaking to ahorse, or adog, and by God | found myself
obeying her. | felt her hand stroke my hair as| roseto leave, and | glanced back to seethat it wasn't her
lean face over me, but that of Dowln.

“Itishard for you,” he said, not in Velonyie. His voice wasfilled with compassion.

| thought | was done, but the young duke was sill with me, trembling with human fear perhaps, or with
the need to rush to the king’' sside. “1 want you to know,” he whispered, so loudly he spat into the air, ...
that before | saw you this spring, I d seen you before. All my life I” ve seen your goblin face out of the
corner of my eye. In the house you think should have been yours.”

| had forgotten—I, who was the image of the Minsanaur of Rezlunia—that | was also aghost inthe hdls
of Norwess. It was too much to accept, herein the dark, and at the edge of death, and | didn’t answer
him.

“Wéll, perhapsyou will haveit after al, asyOur father intended.” He started to squirm away from me

over theground and | could think of only one thing to say, which was*1 wouldn’t takeit, my lord. | don't
want any of it. | have better.”

And as he flinched away | knew | had been crudl.

| sneaked back among the dead and | cried out like awounded man, as | had been commanded. | had
no difficulty acting the part; | was weary and full of fear. The sentry line broke without resistance, and the
night became lively with brave, blind men searching by touch among the corpses. | remember someone
caled out to methat Gard was dead, but that old Haimin would bring me in—that they had no opium but
gtill some brandy. That there was adoctor some-whereintheline.

No one even asked my name.

| felt ahuge respect for these Rezhmian sentries, who were such good men and such bad sentries. | was
gppdled that this game might end in my having to kill them, or them me. But they were soldiersand | was
only ayoung tramp, used to nights without light. | avoided them for ten minutes and would have avoided
them all night, except that the great bell was rung, and dl the sentries flung themselves back to their
positions.

| heard my name called by the Emperor of Rezhmia, and then the same awkward syllables from Rudof of
Velonya. Before | could decide whether to respond, the two greatest rulers of the northern world
shouted for me together, the aged treble and the young king' s full tenor. The sentries spunin place,
astonished, and in the distance | heard cafrills from the besieging army. | answered as respectfully asa
man might answer two rulers at once, but as | was not confident of my welcome, | crawled through the
sentry line on my belly and came in shadow to the door of the pavilion, where the height of King Rudof
amog eclipsed the dight form of the Sanaur of Rezhmia

*’| an here, Sr,” | said. “1 am here, Grandfather,” and both men started. Their vision had been ruined by
thelamp .. light within. Rudof grabbed me by the arm and pulled me through the door.

Dowlnwasdrying hishair in atowe. Arlin was eating bread and gravy with asoldier’ s singlemindedness.
The young duke sat on astool in the corner of the pavilion, looking like aman who wished only to die.
Therewas no one esein the room.

It was the ‘ naur who spoke to mefirst. He gestured to the tall blond, so recently his dave, and he hissed
at me, “1 thought | told you to take him to safety! | asked nothing else of you but that you take him to

sfety!”
Dowln answered without taking his face out of the towd. “How, master? What safety was there for them



or for me, with your entire army descending upon Warvaa? By the way; did you choose Warvda
because | told you how enter-taining it was? Because of my stories of the jewel-cutters and the jewel
merchants and the jewel thieves? A poor reward to the place, and to my friendsin the place.”

| was astounded in the middle of my astonishment. I—who treated the King of Velonyawith so little
respect—could not believe DowlIn’ s rudeness.

Sanaur Mynauzet was abusing me and would not be distracted by Dowln. “Y ou could have put him on ahorse and
sent him north. 1t would have cost you little”

“How could any of us send the man north, south, or anywhere?’ said Arlin, sounding much likeyouin
your driest irony. “Y ou freed him, didn’t you? Whom the Sanaur of Rezlunia cals afree man, can any of
ustrest asadave?’

King Rudof glanced from the tall woman to the short emperor, his green eyes gleaming, and inexhaugtible
energy and curiogity in hisstance. | didn’t want to fence with the old man, who was so dearly in pain
about Dowln’s danger. “Forgive me, ‘Naur. Grandfather. He told me that many lives depended upon my
bringing himwith us”

“Rezhmian lives, or of your own kind? Or did he mean the tens of thousands of savagesthat have us
trapped like bison?’

So Arlin had beenright. | had not redlly believed it was Duke Leoue' s men who had trampled the
Rezhmian cavalry, but to hear that it was Naiish for certain was to hear us condemned to death. All of us.
| waslooking not at the emperor but a awax candle sitting upon his map table, and the light of it
dissolved and turned colorful in the prisms of thetearsin my eyes.

“1 did not ask whose lives, Grandfather,” | answered him, and without invitation, | sat down beside Arlin
and drank along glass of the juice of the fresh harvest.

Rezhmiaby the sea had been so beautiful.

King Rudof cleared histhroat, and spokein his clean but accented Rayzhia. “ So. Velonyais safe—from
thisforce, at least. And the land of Rezhmiais safe, too. The Red Whipswill never extend their violence
over theedge of theplains. Itisonly that dl herearegoingto die”

He gazed cdmly from one face to another. King Rudof was il full of spirit; that ishisbirth-gift. “Whois
your heir, now, Emperor of Rezhmia, snce Reingish proved didoya ?”’

The old sanaur had one hand over the shoulder of hisformer dave. He had to raise that hand so far
above his own shoulder, it was like aman comforting ahorse. “1 don't know, sr—that is the inadequate
titlethey grant you, isn't it?*Sir'? There are three or four of equa blood-standing. | have written my
choice, but whether that holds after tonight | cannot tell. There will be aman ready to take the task,
whatever.”

King Rudofs bristly orange eyebrowsrose. “Y ou take the matter easily, Emperor.”

The old man sighed. “I am eighty-two years old. | have outlived many heirs. What about you? If you are
so careful of your line, why did you commit such idiocy asto break into our camp?’

Now the king laughed outright. “Well, you see,’ Naur, | expected you were about to overrun my city.
And | had only two hundred soldiers under my command. Sometimesidiocy isan inspiration of genius.”

The emperor put his hands upon his lap and worked to understand this. “ But not thistime. After what
happened to your father’ sinvasion, when | wasayoung man ...” He sSighed.



“Ah, but you see we have dways believed the Naiish were loyad to you, Sanaur of Rezhmia. Loosdly
loyd.”

The emperor’ swrinklesretrested from his eyes, for just amoment. “What a barbaric thought! Isamad
dog loyd, even loosely? Besides, they are obvioudy more of your blood than ours.”

Arlin made arustling, to deflect national angers. “1 sug-gest, Sir, Sanaur, that those of usin this room exit
the Stuation as we came, darkly and without noise. Theriders west lineis weakest, and we have some
chance of making it back to where we |eft the horses.”

The old man snorted. “Leave my men to die and go as hostage? Why? My old life isworth nothing to ray
peopleif not as a figurehead.”

King Rudof stood, and paced, and glared at the Emperor of Rezhmia. “No,” Naur. Not as ahostage. Cdll
off your infantry, which is probably murdering my people aong the searoad even now, and ride with us
asafreepartner.”

Now the old emperor laughed. “ Of course. Y ou have nothing to lose in that offer, have you? Cdl off the
war you didn’t want and can’t resst and one old man can go free. Gresat thanksfor your generosity!”

| was stung by the emperor’ sresponse, because | know my king'sridiculous generosity, and | knew the
offer was Rudof at his best, not at hismost palitic. | thought the king would show hisequally ridiculous
temper,. but he did not. | edged out the tent, hating arguments, but | heard him say, “Y our war upon
Veonyaisover, Emperor, even if you are burning Morquenie now. Thereis nothing to win here but
surviva, or at least aquick death. The Naiish are not kind to captives ...

| remembered that the Velonyans had not been kind to a Naiish captive, once, but it did not seem the
time to speak good of our common enemy. | let the tent flap down be-hind me.

In five minutes of listening outside, | knew that Arlin’s plan was doomed. | came back into more
rancorous argu-ment, this time about the attacks upon the eastern villages. | cut both monarchs short and
told them that the Naiish had dosed the southern aspect and we were fully surrounded.

“What then?’ asked Arlin, asthough we two were aone.

| sat down on the bench with the King of Ve onyaand the Emperor of Rezhrnia. “1 suggest, my lords,
that the com-pany gear up as quietly as possible and strike to make an opening. Use whatever powder
weapons can be prepared quickly and leave no one behind. Strike as one, toward the West, where they
have only now taken postion.”

The sanaur rubbed his old hands dong histhighs. “We can be ready by dawn,” he said.

“No. They expect that. Only the Naiish fight by night. Thisistheir great advantage. We must surprise
them with their own tactics”

Rudof stared a meintently, greenly. “And you think we have a hope of success, doing this?’
| wasforced to honesty. “No,” | told them all. “It isonly the best thing.”

For thefirgt time snce military school, | was dressed in armor, and for thefirst timeinmy life, in thelight,
slken Rezhmian armor, padded below with cotton pnas. My armsfet dightly congtrained in this gear, but
after dl what did adight constraint matter? \WWe were going out into hell.

Arlin wore her armor over her civilian clothing, re-maining a secret dways. The King of Ve onya seemed
to get agreat enjoyment out of wearing the clothing of the people who had been his enemy until afew
minutes ago. The duke refused to change.



The horses made the most noise, jingling in their harness. The men were by and large too frightened to
tak.

It was a mad parade we prepared. Nothing like this had happened in the seven hundred years that
Velonyaand Rezh-mia had been bad neighbors to one another. | saw the king and the emperor on
matching gray horses, though the old man rode up behind his unfreesble servant, DowlIn. The eun-uch no
longer cared about the impropriety of hisriding astalion.

The young duke rode in front of Rudof, and hisface was whiter than the hide of the emperor’ shorses. In
front of al, between the king and the emperor, rode Arlin and I. She held out her hand to me, and though
our horses were con-fused and restive, | took it and held it. Behind us stretched a ghostly line of horses
of dl colorsand men of al sorts upon them, and behind us al, those who had lost their mounts. Last of al
camethe wagons full of wounded—pitiful imita-tions of hope.

Our way was now utterly obscured by fog, and the wet air held the smell of death close to the ground. |
could seethe efficient little fires of the Naiish dl around, and | imagined their voices.

“Y ou’ re exuberant for aman going to daughter,” said the emperor to King RudoE “ Are you so sure of
your little son and heir, then?’

“I’'m sure he' smy son,” answered Rudof. “ And my heir. What more can aman know?’

Old “Grandfather” wasn't finished with histeasing. “1’ ve heard you don’t get on with your queen, royd
cousin. Isthat why you are so eager to leavelife behind?’

Rudof made an exaggerated gesture of outrage. “By God' s faces, does the whole world know that
story? Emperor, | tell you | do not leave life behind, and if it wantsto berid of me, it will haveto leave
me. Now let usdo thisthing, if we' regoing to doit!”

They both turned to me, asthough | wasto givethesgnd. | waswilling. “Why wait?’ | thought doud.
“The Naiish will only learn more of what we re planning.”

“So,” caled the emperor. “The King of the Dead will lead us. So beit. Into the dark!”

But it was not | who spurred firgt into that solid fog. At least | don't think so. It was Arlin, till with my
hand in hers. We sprang forward together on fresh horses, war-trained, leaping puddles and legping the
dead. | shouted a battle cry, and to my own amazement, it was neither that of Velonyanor of the Eat,
but the treble scream of the Naiish themsalves. Arlin did it better.

| did not seethe archer who struck mefirst, and | felt only alight blow against my chest padding. The
stuff was more effective than | had imagined. | heard other shouts behind me and the thud of ahorse
hitting the ground. | heard the bang of powder charges from the line behind us, spooking our horses left
andright.

It seemed we were dead dready, in one of theworst hells of Zaguashlan folk religion, for enemies came
grimacing out of the white night and disappeared again, either dead or |eft behind. Something drummed
me lightly on the back; it was another Naiish arrow. Beside me, dose as parade drill, Arlin was using her
dowhee. She cursed at something.

Behind me was the king, and alittle arrow bobbed from the padding of hisside. | saw thisarrow had
gonein, puck-ering the silk around it. The king was till full of life, how-ever, and his saber wasflickering
againgt the obscurity of the night. 1 did not see the duke, but there was no time to ask; we floundered on
over the corpses.

Arlin’ s horse hit, mine, sde-on, because she was assailed by two riders on barrel-ribbed ponies. | lost



my objectivity and like any Veonyan | thought they looked inhuman. Like monkeys. Though | could see
little enough of their faces or those of my friends. | could not help my lady, so | trusted to her blade and
kept her back against the monkeysthat came for me.

No onefights on horseback like the Naiish. | lost my dowhee and took another arrow in the padding of
my thigh, and | heard my horse scream, though it did not go down.

Shoving between us was the white horse of the emperor, and upon it Dowln sat swaying and blinking,
pricked asfull of arrows as athistlewasfull of thorns. He drove his beast between Arlin and me, and not
by accident. The old emperor had afew arrows of hisown in hisarmor, and was holding his dave upright
with both hands. Again we found oursdlves defending the enemy of our native country, while behind us
the king made a back gate no Naiish warrior had the luck to open.

Eveninthedim light I could seethe stains spreading over DowlIn’slinen. | wondered if some custom had
forbid-den him armor. The emperor, too, was watching, and though he had no weapon, he kicked the
horse forward between us and shouted, in hisold man’ svoice, “ Rezhmial Rezhmial For the pink city!”

The cry was picked up by ahundred men behind us, but then it was cut and broken by aloud voice dose
behind my ear.

“Veonyal” cried the king. “For the swan, and the blue and white! Velonyal” He charged to my left Sde,
asthough to show that the king himself was protecting this beggar.

Silence greeted this unexpected shout: silence from the men behind, and silence from around us. A few
more arrows sang past, and | heard a babble of Naiish idiom, and then al movement stopped. | let my
horse hang his head.

“Kegp going,” said Rudof, shaking me by the shoulder. It hurt. “They’ re preparing something, but now
we have a chance to bresk through.”

| didn’t want to tell him | wasn't sure we were bresking through. | distrusted the direction our wild
charge had taken us, and besides, two torches approached decoroudy through the fog. It looked like

parley.

Dowln was a my other Sde, and he was drenched in blood. “One morething,” he gasped, and even his
mouth was bleeding. “One morething | will see. As| told you.”

The old emperor wasweeping, and | do not think it was from fear. The wavering lightswith their oil stink
drew near, dong, with the clopping of ponies’ hooves. Two faceswere, 0 illumined. One was
surrounded by feathers and silk. The other wore Naiish dress, but wore it like acostume. He looked at
us—you looked at us—your damned eyes as expres-sionless as ever, and you lifted one hand above
your head, and dl the Naiish cattle horns blew, one starting another, until the round world wasfilled with
them.

Y ou trotted forward, and unless | misremember you said, “Sir, | think the Rezhmian incursgonisover.”

The king came to meet you, his green eyes glassy and his breath hard in histhroat. “ Y ou did this, Powl?
You got al thetribesto obey onerule?

“Why not?’ you said. “It was done before, as | have reason to know.” He bowed to the Naiish magician
beside him—the one | had traveled with, esten with, and seen dressed as an old woman aswell asan old
man. “ Even aV e onyan nobleman can learn from his mistakes. Though of course | did not expect to
cause discourtesy to the Sanaur of Rezhtniahimsalf. How could | know? Besides, | have no red power
among the dryland people.” He bowed in the same fashion to Sanaur Mynauzet.



Infront of that old man sat Dowlin, though whether anything other than the emperor’ s support held himin
the saddle | do not know. He was conscious, however, and he said, “ Earl of Dwain, | have waited to
meet you. | am very glad it isnow done.”

“And | am honored to meet you, prophet of the em-peror.” Y ou reached out your neatly groomed hand
and touched Dowhi, and then added, “ Though | believe it isnow too late.”

| glanced again and you were right. The man was dead. The old man held tightly to the frame so much
larger than hisown, and he held it upright. The golden collar twinkled in the torchlight.

“Leoueisdead,” said King RudoE “He took astroke in the neck, protecting me. He was scarcely more
than aboy.”

Y ou must have looked as though you had something to say about Leoue, or about his house, for the king
continued. “ And anything else about him, we will discusslater. The emperor ismy guest, or sel am his.
The matter is disput-able. We must send messengers to the South, to stop mean-ingless bloodshed.”

Meanwhile, | remember, you werelooking at me, with your mild concern. “ And whenisit not
meaningless?’ you said, but | think for my earsonly. It was then you pulled at the loose silk covering over
my chest padding and | felt thefirst fierce pain that told me the arrows had penetrated the armor. “ Three
of them,” you said as you used the silk to pull them out. “Y ou got away easy, lad.” Ehpen, the greet
magician, was doing the same for Arlin’ stwo wounds. | amogt fainted.

All the rest, you know better than |.

| have no explanations, Powl. | do not know whether magic brought me to Rezhmia, whether it brewed
that hor-rible and abortive war or whether it stopped it. | am enough your pupil that | didike even the
sound of magic. To meit fedslike treachery, and | have known too much treachery. If | can, | will call
my magica experiences drug poisoning, or deep philosophy, but al these names do not change the fact
that | do not understand.

| understand that Dowln is dead, and that he was a good man and a haunted one, and that he was my
friend, and thet

| envied him and treated him worse than he deserved. | doubt | shall ever have the chance to see whether
our ideafor build-ing rubies would work.

| understand that young Leoueis dead, with my scorn on hislips, when intime I might have become his
friend.

Further, whether what | endured was magic or no, and whether the rest of my lifeisas peaceful asl plan
it or no, I cannot look in amirror, any mirror, without knowing mysdf asthe King of the Dead.



