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Queen

It was |late afternoon when the travel ers reached the village. Thetaller of the two led the way to the well,
and they sat thereto wait astravel ers do who hope that someone will offer them aroof for the night. Asit
chanced therichest man in the village hurried by, then stopped, compelled by something he glimpsed in
their faces. Something he could not have explained.

"I'll be back thisway quite soon," he told them. "We have aroom for guests, and can offer you agood
Supper.”

Thetaler thanked him. "We were only hoping for directions. What isthe name of your village?'
Therichest man told him.

"We have cometo the right place, then." He named the old woman.

"She's poor,” the richest man said.

They said nothing: it was as though they had not heard.

"She hasn't alot. Areyou reatives? Maybe you could buy something and take it to her, then she could
cook it for you. A lamb.”

"Where does she live?' thetaller asked.

"Over there" Therichest man pointed. "At the edge of thevillage." He hesitated. "Comewith me. I'll
show you."

They followed him, walking side by Sde so slently that he looked behind him thinking they might have
gone. Neither had a staff. That seemed strange; he tried to recall when he had last seen atraveler who
had no staff to help him walk, no staff to defend hislife, if defense of life were needed.

The old woman was il at her spinning, which surprised him. Shelet themin and invited themto sit. The
travelersdid, but he did not, saying, "There are things | haveto do. | only brought them here because
they didn't know the way, didn't know how to find your house. Are they relations of yours?'

She shook her head.
"Do you know them? It might not be safe.”

She considered, her head to one side, remembering. "I think | know that one. Or perhaps not. It's been
o long.”

"Y ou're not going to hurt her, | hope?" the richest man asked. " She has nothing.”
Speaking for the firgt time, the smaler of the two said, "We have come to take her to the coronation.”

"Well." Therichest man cleared histhroat. "Sheis a, er, um, descendant of theroyd line. | had forgotten.
However..."

"However?'
He coughed. "However, agreat many people are, and she haslittle with which to make you welcome.”

"A littleail," the old woman said. "Someflour."



"Sowhy don't I, ah, provide abit of food? | could have my servants bring something, and dine with you
myself." Suddenly unsure, he looked at the old woman. "Would that be dl right?"

"l would likeit," the old woman assured him.

When his servants had spread a cloth for them and loaded her small table with dishes, he dismissed them
and sat down. "I don't know that al thisisgood,” he said. "Likely some of it won't be. But some of it's
bound to be good.”

"Do you want to go now?"' the smaller traveler asked the old woman. " Or would you rather eat first? It's
uptoyou."

Shegniled. "Isit along way?"
Thetdler said, "Very long indeed. The placeisvery far from here.”

"Then | would liketo edt first." She prayed over the food the richest man had provided, and as he
listened to her it came to him that he had never heard such prayers before, and then that he had never
heard prayer & al. He waslike aman who had seen only bad coin dl hislife, he thought, and after a
great many yearsreceives a purse of red silver, fresh from the mint.

"That istrue," thetaler said when the old woman had finished her prayer, "but food isgood, too." It
seemed to the richest man that this had been said in answer to his thought, though he could not be sure.

"| was about to say that | never expected to go to a coronation,” the old woman told the smdler, smiling,
"but now that | think about it, | redlizeit isn't redly true. | used to dream that I'd see my son's
coronation—that my son would be aking, and someday | would see him crowned. It was silly of me."

"Her son was ateacher,” the richest man explained.
They ate olives, bread, and mutton and drank wine.

"Y ou won't beleaving in the morning, | hope?' The richest man had discovered that he did not want them
to go; he would suggest they deep in his house, as he had first proposed. They could rgoin the old
woman in themorning.

"No," thetdler said.

"That's good. Y ou must betired, since you've come along way. Y ou really ought to stay herefor a
fortnight or more recruiting your strength. Thisisan interesting part of the country, agriculturadly and
historicaly. | can show you around and introduce you to al the people you ought to meet. Believe me, it
never hurtsto be introduced, to have connectionsin various parts of the country. Too many people think
that they can do everything through rdlatives, their families, and their wives reations. It never works out.”

No one spoke.
"I'll seetoit that you're welcomed everywhere."
The old woman sad, "If we'reredly going to go to acoronation...”

"I can find adonkey for you," therichest man told her, "and | will. Y ou couldn't keep up with these two
felowsfor an hour. I'm sure you redize it, and they're going to haveto redizeit, too."

Shewaslooking a thetaler. "Weren't you the one who came to tell me about my son?"



He nodded.

"I knew I'd seen you somewhere. Yes, that wasit. Y ou don't look aday older.”

The richest man coughed apologeticaly. "Y ou're not relatives of hers, | tekeit.”

"No," thetdler said. "We're messengers.”

"Widl, yourewelcomejust the same. | hope you'll stay until the new moon, at least.”
"Wewill leave when she has eaten as much as shewants,”" the smdler told him.

"Tonight?" It wasinsane. He thought the smaller might bejoking.

"Oh, I'vehad dl | want," the old woman said. "It doesn't take much to fill me up these days."
Thetdler said, "Then we should go."

"I want to thank you," the old woman told the richest man. "What you've done for me tonight was very
kind. I'll dways remember it."

He wished that it had been a great deal more, and tried to say he was sorry that he had never befriended
her during dl the years she had lived in the village, and that it would be otherwise in the future.

She looked at the taller when he said these things, and the taller nodded assent.
"You'reamessenger,” shesaid. "You said so0. Just amessenger.”

Thetdler nodded again. "A servant."

"Sent to get me." A shadow, as of fear, crossed her face. "Y ou're not the messenger of death?”
"No," thetdler told her. "I'm not."

"What about him?' Sheindicated the smdler.

"We should go now." Thetaller stood as he spoke.

Therichest man felt that al three had forgotten him. More diffidently than he had intended, he asked
whether he might go with them.

"To the coronation?' Thetaler shook hishead. "Y ou may nat. It'sby invitation only."
"Judt to the edge of thevillage."
Thetaller smiled and nodded. " Since we are there now, yes, you may."

"Youll tell others,” the smaller said when they were outside. "That's good. Because you'rerich, they'll
have to listen to you. But some won't believe you, because you're dishonest. That should be perfect.”

"l am not dishonest,” the richest man said.

They walked on.

"I've done some dishonest things, perhaps. Those things were dishonest, but not 1."

Thesun had set behind the hills, but itslight still filled the sky. A breeze sprang up, swaying the lofty palm



at the edge of hisnew pasture. Thetaler had been waking on the old woman's right; now the smaller
took her left arm asif to assist her.

"Right here, | think," thesmadler said. "Therésabit of aclimb, but you won't find it tiring.”
Thetaler spoke to the richest man. "Thisis where we part company. We wish you well."

The old woman stopped when he said that, and when she turned back to face the richest man, he saw
that she was standing upon nothing, that she and they had climbed, asit appeared, a hummock of air.
"Good-bye," shesad. "Thank you again. Please tdl everyone I'll missthem terribly, and that I'll come
back just assoon as| can.”

The richest man managed to nod, became aware that he was gaping, and closed his mouth.
"l suppose we ought to go on now," she said to thetaller, and he nodded.

The richest man stood watching them follow a path he could not see up ahill he could not see—ahill that
he could not see, he thought, because it had no summit. Only hillswith summitswerevisbleto hiseyes.
He had not known that before. When they had gone so high that the sun'slight found them again, they
halted; and he heard the taler say, "Do you want to take alast look? Thiswould be agood place to do
it

"It'sredly quitelittle, isnt it?' The old woman'svoice carried strangely. "It's precious, and yet it's not
important.”

"It used to beimportant,” the smaler said; and it seemed to the richest man that it was the breeze that
spoke.

The old woman laughed a girl'slaugh. "Perhaps wed better hurry. Do you know, | fed like running.”
"WEIl runif you like" thetaler told her, "but we can't promise to run asfast asyou can.”

"Well just walk briskly," the richest man heard the old woman say, "but it had better be very briskly. We
wouldn't want to be late for the coronation.”

"Oh, wewon't be." (The richest man could not be sure which of her companions had replied.) "I can
guarantee that. The coronation won't begin until you get there.”

Night came as the richest man watched them climb higher; and at |ast one of his servants came too, and
asked what he was looking &t.

"Right there." The richest man pointed. "L ook there, and look carefully. What do you see?'
The servant looked, rubbed his eyes, and looked again; and at last he said, "Three stars, master.”
"Exactly,” therichest man said. "Exactly.”

Together they returned to the old woman's house. Therewas agreat deal of food still on thetable, and
the richest man told his servant to fetch the cook and the scullion, to gather everything up, and to return it
to hiskitchen.

"Isthisyour house now, master?" his servant asked.

"Certainly not." Therichest man paused, thinking. "But I'm going to take care of it for her while she's
avay."



The servant left, and the richest man found thefigs, selected afig, and ate it. Some people would want to
tear this house down, and time and weather would do it for them, if they were dlowed to. He would see
that they did not: that nothing was stolen or destroyed. That necessary repairs were made. He would

keepit for her. It would be histrust, and suddenly he wasfilled with a satisfaction near to love at being
thus trusted.
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"Queen,” from Realms of Fantasy, shows Woalfe in his more cryptic mode (contrasted with hismore
trangparent story, "Viewpoint," reprinted in this book's companion volume, Y ear's Best SF 7). Michadl
Swanwick, writing in Locus, describes this story as "an account of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin
Mary in which arich man who doesn't think he needsit is given another shot at heaven.”



