Coin of the Realm

by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Krigine Kathryn Rusch isan award-winning fiction writer. Her novella, The Gallery of His Dreans,
won the Locus Award for best short fiction. Her body of fiction won her the John W. Campbell Award,
givenin 1991 in Europe. She has been nominated for several dozen fiction awards, and her short work
has been reprinted in Six Year's Best collections. She has published twenty novels under her own name.
Her noves have been published in seven languages, and have spent several weeks on the USA Today
best sdller list and 7776 Wall Street Journal best seller list. She haswritten anumber of Star Trek
novelswith her husband, Dean Wedey Smith, including abook in this summer's crossover series called
New Earth. Sheistheformer editor of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. Shewon a
Hugo for her work there. Before that, she and Dean Wed ey Smith started and ran Pulphouse Publishing,
asciencefiction and mystery pressin Eugene, Oregon. She lives and works on the Oregon coast.

Her father didn't listen. He never did. The King. The Ruling Monarch. The Man Who Thought He Knew
More About Everything Than Anyone Else.

Rosdlind sighed and held her arms up as the seam-stress adjusted the wedding dress. Thousands of seed
pearls adorned the garment, making it very heavy. She was being sewn into it, and she had no idea how
shewould get out of it. Thiswas form-fitting taken to an extreme.

Her dressing room was cold. The seamstress had inssted, saying the dress was warm enough—which it

probably was, but that didn't sop Rosaind's hands from getting cold. She patted her black hair, piled on
top of her head, held into place with two long, pointed ebony sticks—pearls dripping off theendslikea

waterfal—an elaborate and somewhat ugly gift from Leif, her new husband-to-be.

She shuddered just thinking of him. He was a Crystofilian—tall, blond, with atendency toward
beef-iness. Crystofil was one of the smaller, wedthier countries on Orsem's southern flank. Her father
had been eyeing it for years. He thought the arranged marriage would gain him Crystofil'swedlth, but it
was becoming clearer that he was wrong.

If sheand Lef had ason—and the idea of begetting one with him just turned her somach—then that
child would rule Crystofil, inheriting its wedlth and itstitles. Otherwise, shewas merely aroya bride, with
no power and no clout.

She had no ideawhy her father was proceeding with the ceremony. Especialy with the ns about.

Everyone knew of the problem. Orsem's greatest nfalled hislast misson. Hehad been a
brooding, silent man who did most of hiswork abroad. At home, he was the public executioner, aman
whose appearance at a person's door signaled the end of everything.

No hangingsfor him. A smple dip of the knife was more than enough. Wealthy beyond measure, it was
said therewas no job he could not complete.

Until thelast one. An assassin's error ways ended in the assassin's desth.

And all the assassinsin the kingdom were vying to take his place. Whoever assass nated the most
important victim—and increased the King's holdings in doing so—would receive the King's favor.

Rosdlind had begged her father to cdl off the wedding. Her argument was smple: dl of the most
important people in the kingdom would be there. Her father wasrisking their lives—and hers—by going
through with this charade while the nswerein such turmoil.



But he had dismissed her, as he dways had. Daughters, he used to say, were like coin to be traded. A
man'sonly vauelay in hisson.

Wi, her father had six coinsto be married off to the nearest countries. Six failed attempts before her
mother finaly yielded up the precious son who, at the age of eight, was only beginning to understand the
things that were expected of him.

The seamdtress bit off thefind thread. "Finished, Highness," she said. "Y ou look beautiful "

Rosdind looked into the mirror. The dress shonein the candllight. It fit her perfectly, showing her small
athletic form. She rarely wore such clothing—hating the condtrictionsit put on her. The dress made her
look like someone e se. Like awoman whose future lay in acountry she didn't understand.

The vowstook scarcely any timeat al. During them, Rosalind knelt at the cleric's feet, her back
twitching. She could fed the eyes of nearly five hundred spectatorson her.

This room, the palace's audience hall, was warm— too warm, thanks to the closely packed
congregation. Aswas custom, there were no chairs here, only people, standing closely together to watch
the union of two nations. On one sde stood Leif'sfriend, family, courtiers, and nobles. On the other were
the important members of her father's kingdom.

Her parents sat on thrones behind the altar. Leif's parents were given seats on the other side, lower, and
farther forward, but still away from the throng. Throughout the ceremony, Rosalind could see her father's
round, disinterested face, half hidden by the fur of hisrobes.

Hisanaogy had been right: her passage from his life meant as much asthe passage of a coin through his
fingers

When she had entered the hall, Rosalind had scanned for ns, but she wasn't redly sure who or
what she was|ooking for. She thought she saw afew people blending into the shadows, but that smply
could have been atrick of thelight.

She wondered what her father would do if someone stabbed her in the back during the ceremony.
Would he eevate that person to his right hand as custom demanded? Or would he destroy that person
for touching amember of the royd family, also as cusom demanded?

She wondered if anyone was foolish enough to make her their chalenge, and knew someone probably
was.

After dl, when the ceremony ended, she was officially amember of Crystofil's kingdom and could
legitimately be called an enemy. Everything depended on interpretation. Her father's interpretation.

Lef took her hand. Hiswas warm and swesty, his face flushed. He seemed affected by the ceremony
until shelooked into his eyes. They were cold. He hadn't said anything to her since the engagement.
Before that, when hisfather introduced them, Leif had said smply, "Looks like shell haveto do.”

The cleric bade them rise. Then, taking their shoulders, he turned them toward the congregation. Rosdind
stiffened beneath his hands. She didn't even hear the introduction—nher new name as a married woman.
Instead, she surveyed the stone structure, looking in the shadows for the glint of aknife.

So intent was she on the back of the room that she dmost missed the movement in front. Assheand Lef
took their first step forward, aman emerged from the side, blade out.

People screamed, Lef cringed, and Rosdind dropped his hand. In afluid movement, she removed one of



the bridal sticksfrom her hair and, point out, used it to stab the assassin as he reached the Hair.

Hefdl backward, looking at her in surprise, his body thudding on the stone floor, knife clattering asit
skittered away. The entire congregation stared a him asif they had one brain.

Rosdind put ashaky hand to her faling hair. Leif turned to her, as stunned as everyone e se. She smiled
at himand said, "Lookslike you'll haveto do.”

Hefrowned, asif hedidn't understand her, while she pulled the remaining stick from her ruined hairstyle,
and ran him through.

Helooked so ridiculous in hiswedding clothes, an ebony hair stick in the center of his chest, pearls
waving like flowersin abreeze. His gaze met hersand, for thefirst time, she thought he saw her.

Then hefdl too, forward, sorawling onto the stone, shoving the stick in farther. His parentsran to him.
The rest of the congregation was screaming, and hurrying toward the exits. The guards, following their
ingructionsfor al emergencies, pulled the doors closed.

Her father stood, dowly, hiseyeswide. "What have you done?’
Sheraised her chin. "'l claim the highest prize. | have taken the best victim.”

Hisjaw dropped. He was so close to her that he should have been touching her. But he didn't. Maybe it
was the blood on her seed pearls.

Maybeit wasthe look on her face.
"But our union with Crystofil—you've ruined it!"

There was something €lse more important than she was. Always something e se that took from her
accomplishments. She felt an anger rush through her.

"All you ever wanted was their wedth," she snapped. "Wdll, | got that for you."
"No," he said, hisvoice weaker than usud. "You didn't."

"By dl that's holy, Father, must | do the thinking for you?' She put her hand—her bloody hand—on his
fur-covered robe and pulled him close. "Y ou have dl their nobles here. And their king and queen. Arrest
them. And then invade the country immediately. Y oull own dl of it by morning.”

Hedidn't move. The screaming was still going on behind them, and there was shoving near the doors.
"If you don't take my advice," she hissed, "youre agreater fool than | ever thought you were."
He shook himsdlf asif waking from adeep deep. "Why?Y ou could have had everything.”

"I would have had nothing. A dull lifein adull country raising children so that they could have wedlth you
covet. Thissuits me better.”

Hiseyeswidened. "Y ou can't."

"l can. I've been training for thisfor years." She leaned even closer. "Do you want meto tell you how |
killed your last right hand? He was an arrogant fool who underestimated women, just like you. Do you
think his mark was smart enough to kill him?"



"No, child, no."

She smiled and touched his face with one stained finger. "'I'm not your child any longer. Daughters are
coin and you gave me away. | an now taking my postion at your Sde, aposition | earned. I'm your new
right hend."

"But we've never had awoman—"

Sheflattened her pdm againgt his cheek, her fingers dangeroudy closeto hiseye. "I am following your
rules. Won't you do the same?"

He stared at her, hisface haf hidden by her hand, his expression wary. And suddenly he was no longer
the King. The Ruling Monarch. The Man Who Thought He Knew More About Everything Than Anyone
Hs

He was aman who heard her speak, and feared for hisown life.

Helet out asmall sigh, and nodded amost imperceptibly. She softened her hold on hisskin. Then he
turned and snapped hisfingers, shouting ordersto the guardsto arrest the guests from Crystofil.

And Rosdind stood besde him the entiretime.



