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O aste Constable in G omheort

Orosio Captain of dragonfliers in southern Unkerl ant
Pesar o Constabul ary sergeant in G omheort

Rani ero Mezentio's cousin; King of Gelz
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Zerbino Captain in Plegnund' s Brigade

For t hweg

Bal dred Sl ogan witer in Eoforwc

Brivi bas Kauni an in G onheort; Vanai's grandfather
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Ceor|l Soldier in Plegnund' s Bri gade near Hohenroda
Daukantis Kaunian in Gonheort; Doldasai's father
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Fel i ksai Kaunian in Gomheort; Dol dasai's nother
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Hengi st Sidroc's father; Hestan's brother; in G onheort
Hest an Bookkeeper in Gronmheort; Ealstan's father

Leof sig Eal stan's deceased brot her

Nermunas Kauni an refugee | eader in Zuwayza

Penda Ki ng of Forthweg

Pernavai Kaunian in Valmera; Vatsyunas' wife

Pybba Pottery nmagnate in Eoforwic

Sidroc* Soldier in Plegmund' s Brigade near Hohenroda
Vanai * Kaunian in Eoforwic; Ealstan's wfe

Vat syunas Kauni an in Val mera; Pernavai's husband
Vitols Kauni an refugee | eader in Zuwayza

Werferth Sergeant in Plegnund' s Bri gade near Hohenroda
Yadwi gai Kaunian girl with Al garvian arny in Unkerl ant

Gyongyos

Arpad Ekrekek (King) of Gyongyos

Borsos Major; nage in western Unkerl ant
Frigyes Captain in western Unkerl ant

Hevesi Soldier in western Unkerl ant

Hort hy Gyongyosi an minister to Zuwayza

| stvan* Sergeant in western Unkerl ant

Kun Corporal in western Unkerlant; mnor nage



Laj os Soldier in western Unkerl ant
Szonyi Sol dier in western Unkerl ant
Ti vadar Captain in western Unkerl ant

Jel gava

Ausra Tal su's sister in Skrunda
Donalitu King of Jelgava; nowin exile
Gailisa Talsu's wife, living in Skrunda
Kugu Silversmth in Skrunda

Laitsina Talsu's nother in Skrunda
Stikliu Friend of Talsu's in Skrunda
Tal su* Prisoner from Skrunda

Traku Talsu's father; tailor in Skrunda
Zverinu Banker in Skrunda

Kuusamo

Al ki o Theoretical sorcerer; nmarried to Raahe
El i maki Pekka's sister

Il mari nen Master nage in the Naantali district
Juhai nen One of the Seven Princes of Kuusanop
Lei no Mage; Pekka's husband

Li nna Serving woman in the Naantali district
d avi n Banker; Elinmaki's husband

Par ai nen One of the Seven Princes of Kuusano
Pekka* Mage in the Naantali district; Leino's wife
Piilis Theoretical sorcerer

Raahe Theoretical sorcerer; nmarried to Alkio
Renaval | One of the Seven Princes of Kuusano
Siuntio Master nage in the Naantali district
U o Pekka and Leino's son

Vihti Sorcerer in Naantali district

Lagoas

Brinco Grandnmaster Pinhiero's secretary in Setuba
Fer nao* Mage on duty in Kuusano

Janira Cornelu's lady friend in Setuba

Pi nhi ero Grandnaster of Lagoan Guild of Mages
Vitor King of Lagoas

Otah

Ahi nadab King of Ortah
Hadadezer Ortaho ninister to Zuwayza

Si biu

Bal i o Fisherman running eatery in Setubal; Janira's father
Brindza Cornel u's daughter in Tirgoviste town

Bur ebi stu King of Sibiu

Cor nel u* Commander; |eviathan-rider in Setuba

Costache Cornelu's wife in Tirgoviste town

Unker | ant

Addanz Archmage of Unkerl ant

Ascovi nd Col | aborator in Duchy of Gelz
Gandi l uz Sol dier contacting irregulars in Gelz
Garivald* Irregular fighter west of Herborn



@undi oc Captain in southern Unkerl ant

@urmun General of behenoths at Durrwangen bul ge
Kiun Sol dier in Leudast's conpany

Kyot Swemmel 's deceased twi n brother

Leudast* Sergeant in Sulingen

Merovec Major; Marshal Rathar's adjutant

Munderic Irregul ar | eader west of Herborn

oilot Irregular fighter west of Herborn

Rat har* Marshal of Unkerlant traveling to Cottbus
Razalic Irregular in forest west of Herborn
Recared Lieutenant in Sulingen

Sadoc Irregular fighter west of Herborn; woul d-be mage
Swermel Ki ng of Unkerl ant

Tantris Soldier contacting irregulars in Gelz
Vatran General in southern Unkerl ant

Werbel Sol dier in Sulingen

Ysolt Cook in Durrwangen

Val m era

Amat u Nobl e returned from Val m era

Bauska Krasta's naidservant in Priekule

Gai ni bu King of Valmera

CGedom nu Skarnu and Merkel a's son

Krast a* Marchioness in Priekule; Skarnu's sister
Lauzdonu Nobl e returned from Val m era

Mer kel a Underground fighter; Skarnu's wife

Pal asta Mage in Erzvil kas

Raunu Sergeant and irregular near Pavil osta
Skarnu* Marquis; fighter in Ventspils; Krasta's brother
Terbatu Marquis in Priekule

Val nu Vi scount in Priekule

Zarasai Underground fighter; a nomde guerre

Yani na
| skaki s Yaninan mnister to Zuwayza
Zuwayza

Hajjaj* Foreign mnister of Zuwayza
| khshid General in Bishah

Kol thoum Hajjaj's senior wife

Qutuz Hajjaj's secretary in Bishah
Shazli King of Zuwayza

Tewfik Hajjaj's nmajordono

Qutuz Hajjaj's secretary in Bishah

e

Leudast | ooked across the snow covered ruins of Sulingen. The silence seened
unnatural . After two spells of fighting in the city, he associated it with the
horrible din of battle: bursting eggs, the hiss of beans as they turned snow
to sudden steam fire crackling beyond hope of control, masonry falling in on
itself, wounded behenoths baw i ng, wounded horses and uni corns screan ng
wounded men shri eki ng.

None of that now. Everything was silent, eerily so. Young Lieutenant Recared
nudged Leudast and pointed. "Look, Sergeant," Recared said, his unlined face
glowing with excitenent, alnmost with awe. "Here cone the captives."



"Aye, " Leudast said softly. He couldn't have been nore than two or three years
ol der than Recared hinmself. It only seened like ten or twelve. Awe was in his
voi ce, too, as he said it again: "Aye."

He hadn't known quite so many Al garvians were left alive in Sulingen when
their arnmy at |ast gave up its hopeless fight. Here cane sone of them now a
I ong colum of msery. By Unkerlanter standards, their tall enemies fromthe
east were slimeven when well fed. Now, after so nmuch desperate fighting cut
of f fromany hope of resupply, nobst of them were redheaded skel et ons, nothing
nor e.

They were filthy, too, with scraggly red beards covering their holl ow cheeks.
They wore a fantastic mx of cloaks, Algarvian tunics and kilts, |ong

Unkerl anter tunics, and any rags and scraps of cloth they could get their
hands on. Sonme had stuffed crunpled news sheets and ot her papers under their
tunics to try to fight the frigid winter here in the southwest of Unkerlant.
Here and there, Leudast saw Al garvians in pathetic overshoes of woven straw.
Snug in his own felt boots, he alnpbst pitied the foe. Alnbst. King Mezentio's
men had cone too close to killing himtoo many tines for himto find feeling
sorry for them easy.

Li eutenant Recared drew hinmsel f up very straight. "Seeing them nmakes ne proud
I'man Unkerlanter," he said.

Maybe the ability to say things |like that was part of what separated officers

fromordinary soldiers. Al Leudast could do was nmunbl e, "Seeing them nmakes ne
glad I'malive." He didn't think Recared heard him which m ght have been just
as well.

Most of the Algarvians trudged along with their heads down: they were beaten,
and they knewit. A few, though, still somehow kept the jauntiness that marked
their kind. One of them caught Leudast's eye, grinned, and spoke in pretty
fair Unkerlanter: "Hey, Bignose- our turn today, tonorrow yours."

Leudast's mittened hand flew up to the organ the redhead had i npugned. It was
of a good size and strongly curved, but so were nost Unkerlanters' noses. He
waved derisively at the Al garvian, waved and said, "Big up above, big down
bel ow. "

"Aye, all you Unkerlanters are big pricks,"
chuckl e.

the captive cane back with a

Sone sol di ers woul d have bl azed a man who said sonmething like that. Leudast
contented hinself with the last word: "You think it's funny now You won't be
| aughi ng so hard when they set you to work in the mnes." That struck hone.
The Algarvian's grin slipped. He tranped on and was | ost anmong his fell ows.

At last, the long tide of msery ended. Recared shook hinself, as if waking
froma dream He turned back to Leudast and said, "Now we've got to get ready
to whip the rest of King Mezentio's nen out of our kingdom"

"Sure enough, sir," Leudast agreed. He hadn't thought about what came after
beating the Al garvians in Sulingen. He supposed thinking about such things
before you had to was another part of what separated officers fromthe nen
t hey | ed.

"What state is your conpany in, Lieutenant?" Recared asked.

"About what you'd expect, sir- |'ve got nmaybe a section's worth of nen,"
Leudast answered. Plenty of conpani es had sergeants in charge of themthese



days, and plenty of reginments, |ike Recared's, were comuanded by |ieutenants.

Wth a nod, Recared said, "Have themready to nove out tonorrow norning. |
don't know for a fact that we will nove tonorrow, but that's what it | ooks
like."
"Aye, sir." Leudast's sigh built a young fogbank of vapor in front of his
face. He knew he shouldn't have expected anything different, but he woul d have
liked a little longer to rest after one fight before plunging into the next.

They didn't go north the next norning. They did go north the next afternoon
tranpi ng up roads nade passabl e by behenot hs wearing snowshoes. Here and
there, the snow lay too deep even for behenoths to tranple out a usable path.
Then the weary troopers had to shovel their way through the drifts. The duty
was as physically wearing as conbat, the only advantage being that the

Al garvians weren't trying to blaze themor drop eggs on their heads.

One of Leudast's troopers said, "I wish we were riding a |ley-line caravan up
to the new front. Then we'd get there rested. The way things are, we're

al ready hal fway down the road to being dead." He flung a spadeful of snow over
this shoul der, then stooped to get another one.

A few mnutes later, the conpany energed fromthe trench it had dug through a
great drift. Leudast was awash in sweat, his lungs on fire, regardless of the
frigid air he breathed. When he could see nore than snow piled up in front of
him he started to | augh. There a few hundred yards to one side of the road
lay a wecked caravan, its lead car a burnt-out, blasted ruin- the Al garvians
had planted an egg along the ley line, and its burst of sorcerous energy had
done everything the redheads could have wanted. "Still want to go the easy
way, Werbel ?"

"No, thanks, Sergeant," the trooper answered at once. "Maybe this isn't so bad
after all."

Leudast nodded. He wasn't |aughing any nore. The steersmen on that |ey-Iline
caravan were surely dead. So were dozens of Unkerlanter troopers: bodies |ay
stacked |i ke cordwood by the ruined caravan. And nore dozens, maybe hundreds,
of nmen were hurt. The Al garvians had gai ned | ess by wi nning some skirm shes.

When the regi ment encanped for the night in the ruins of an abandoned peasant
vill age, Lieutenant Recared said, "There are some stretches of ley line that
are safe. Qur mages keep clearing nore every day, too."

"I suppose they find out if the ley lines are clear by sending caravans on
them" Leudast said sourly. "This one wasn't."

"No, but it will be now, after the nmages cancel out the effect of the energy
burst," Recared answered.

"And then they' Il find another cursed egg a mle farther north," Leudast said.
"Find it the hard way, odds are."

"You haven't got the right attitude, Sergeant," Recared said reprovingly.
Leudast thought he had just the right attitude. He was opposed to getting
killed or mained. He was especially opposed to getting killed or nained
because sone nage hadn't done his job well enough. Having the eneny kill you
was part of war; he understood that. Having your own side kill you... He'd
cone to understand that was part of war, too, however nmuch he hated it

In good weat her, on good roads, they would have been about ten days' march



fromwhere the fighting was now. They took quite a bit |onger than that to get
there. The roads, even the best of them were far from good. Though the w nter
sol stice was well past, the days remai ned short and bl eak and bitterly cold,

with a new blizzard rolling in out of the west every other or every third day.

And, though no redheads opposed them on the ground, the Al garvians hadn't gone
away and given up after |osing Sulingen. They kept being difficult whenever
and wherever they could. Unkerlant was vast, and dragons even thinner in the
air than soldiers and behenoths were on the ground. That nmeant King Mezentio's
dragonfliers could fare south to visit death and destruction on the

Unkerl anters noving up to assail their countrynen.

When eggs fell, Leudast dived into the closest hole he could find. Wen

Al garvi an dragons swooped lowto flanme, he sinply |leaped into the snow on his
belly and hoped his white snmbck woul d keep eneny dragonfliers fromnoticing
him It worked; after each attack ended, he got up and started slogging north
agai n.

Not everyone was so lucky. He'd long since got used to seeing corpses,
sonetimes pieces of corpses, scattered in the snow and staining it red. But
once the Al garvian dragons had been | ucky enough to take out a columm of nore
than a dozen Unkerl anter behenoths and the crews who served their egg-tossers
and heavy sticks. The air that day was calmand still; the stench of burnt
flesh still lingered as he tranped past. Dragonfire had roasted the behenoths
i nside the heavy chainnmail they wore to protect them from weapons nere
footsoldiers could carry. Even the beasts' snowshoe-encased hooves and the

i ron-shod, curving horns on their noses were covered with soot fromthe flames
t he dragons had | oosed.

"Last winter, | hear, the Algarvians were eating the flesh of slain
behenot hs," Recared sai d.

He hadn't been in the fight the winter before. Leudast had. He nodded. "Aye,
they did, sir." After a pause, he added, "So did we."

"Ch." Beneath his swarthy skin, beneath the dark whi skers he'd had scant
chance to scrape, Recared looked a little green. "What... was it |ike?"

"Strong. Gany," Leudast answered. Another pause. "A |lot better than nothing."
"Ah. Aye." Recared nodded wi sely. "Do you suppose we'll...?"

"Not these beasts," Leudast said. "Not unless you want to stop and do sone
butchering now If we keep going, we'll be mles away before we stop for the
ni ght."

"That's true." Lieutenant Recared considered. In thoughtful tones, he
remarked, "Field kitchens haven't been all they night be, have they?" Leudast
started to erupt at that, then noticed the small snmile on Recared's face. King
Swermel expected his soldiers to feed thensel ves whenever they could. Field
kitchens were alnbst as rare as far western nountain apes roam ng these

pl ai ns.

The regi ment ate behenoth that night, and for several days thereafter. It was
as nasty as Leudast recalled. It was a lot better than the horrible stuff the
Al garvi ans had been pouring down their throats in the |ast days at Sulingen

t hough. And, as he'd said, it was ever so much better than not hing.

A couple of nights later, thunder runbled in the north as the Unkerl anter
sol diers made canp. But it couldn't have been thunder; the sky, for once, was
clear, with swarns of stars twinkling on jet black. Wen the weather was very



cold, they seenmed to twinkle nmore than on a mld sumer night. Leudast noted
that only in passing. He knew too well what that distant runbling that went on
and on neant. Scowl ing, he said, "W're close enough to the fun to hear eggs
bursting again. | didn't miss 'emwhen we couldn't, believe you ne | didn't."

"Fun?" Werbel hadn't been in the company |ong, but even he knew better than
that. "More chances to get killed, is what it is."

"That's what they pay us for," Leudast answered. "Wen they bother to pay us,

| mean." He'd lost track of how far in arrears his own pay was. Mnths- he was
sure of that much. And he should have been owed a |lieutenant's pay, or a
captain's, not a sergeant's, considering the job he'd been doing for nore than
a year. O course, Recared should have been paid |like a colonel, too.

Werbel listened to the eggs in the distance. Wth a sigh, he said, "I wonder
if they'Il get caught up before the war ends."

Leudast's laugh was | oud, raucous, and bitter. "Powers above, what nakes you
think it'lIl ever end?"

* * *

Sidroc was gl ad Forthwegi ans had the custom of wearing full beards. For one
thing, the thick black hair on his chin and cheeks and upper lip went a little
way toward keeping themwarmin the savage cold of southern Unkerlant. Coning
out of Gromheort in the sunny north, he'd never inagined weather like this.
Had anybody told himeven a quarter of the truth about it before he knew it
for hinself, he would have called that fellowa liar to his face. No nore

For another, the beards the nmen of Pl egnmund's Brigade- Forthwegians fighting
in the service of their Al garvian occupi ers- wre hel ped di stinguish themfrom
their Unkerl anter cousins. Unkerlanters and Forthwegi ans were both stocky,

ol i ve- ski nned, hook-nosed, both given to wearing long tunics rather than kilts
or trousers. But if Sidroc saw a cl ean-shaven face, he blazed at it without
hesi tati on.

At the nmoment, he saw very little. H's reginent- about a conpany's worth of
nmen, after all the hard fighting they'd been through- was trying to hold the
Unkerl anters out of a village called Hohenroda. It |ay somewhere not far from
the inportant town of Durrwangen, but whether north, south, east, or west
Sidroc couldn't have said to save his life. He'd done too much marchi ng and
counternmarchi ng to have any exact notion of where he was.

Eggs crashed down on the village and in front of it. The log walls of the
cabin where he was sheltering shook. He turned to Sergeant Werferth. "Those
Unker | ant er buggers have every egg-tosser in the world lined up south of here,
seens |ike."

"Whul dn't surprise ne," Werferth answered. |If anything ever did faze him he
didn't let on. He'd served in the Forthwegian army till the Al garvians
destroyed it. Sidroc had been only fifteen when the Derl avai an War began three
and a half years before. Werferth spat on the ramed-earth floor. "So what ?"

That was too nmuch calmfor Sidroc to handle. "They're liable to kill us,
that's what!" he burst out. Every once in a while, his voice still broke like
a boy's. He hated that, but couldn't help it.

"They won't kill all of us, and the ones who're left'll nmake 'em pay a good
price for this place," Werferth said. He'd signed up for Plegnund' s Brigade as
soon as the recruiting broadsheets started going up on walls and fences. As
far as Sidroc could tell, Werferth didn't care for whom he fought. He m ght



have served the Unkerlanters as readily as the Algarvians. He just liked to
fight.

More eggs burst. A fragnment of the netal casings that held their sorcerous

energy in check till suddenly and violently released slamred into the wall.

Ti nbers creaked. Straw fromthe thatched roof fell down into Sidroc's hair. He
peered out through a tiny slit of a window "I wi sh we could see better," he
grunbl ed.

"They don't build houses with south-facing doors in these parts,"” Wrferth
said. "Alot of 'emhaven't got any south-facing wi ndows at all, not even
these little pissy ones. They know where the bad weat her cones from"

Sidroc had noticed there weren't any south-facing doors, but he hadn't thought
about why. Questions like that didn't interest him He wasn't stupid, but he
didn't use his brains unless he had to. Htting sonebody or bl azi ng sonebody
struck him as easier

Werferth went to the other little window. He barked out several sharp curses.
"Here they come,"” he said, and rested his stick on the wi ndow frame, the
busi ness end pointing out toward the Unkerlanters.

Mouth dry, Sidroc did the same. He'd seen Unkerlanter charges before- not too
many, or he woul dn't have remai ned anong those present. Now he had to try to
fight off another one.

It was, he had to adnit, an awe-inspiring sight. King Swenmel's sol diers
formed up in the frozen fields south of Hohenroda, out beyond the range of the
def enders' sticks: row on row of them all in fur hats and white snobcks.
Sidroc could hear them how ing |ike denons even though they were a | ong way
off. "Do they really feed "emspirits before they send 'emout to attack?" he
asked Werferth.

"Ch, aye," the sergeant answered. "Mkes 'em nean, | shouldn't wonder. Though
I wouldn't mind a nip nyself right now"

Then in the distance, whistles shrilled. The ice that ran up Sidroc's back had
nothing to do with the ghastly weather. He knew what was conming next. And it
cane. The Unkerlanters |inked arns, row on row of them The officers' whistles
squeal ed once nore. The Unkerl anters charged.

"Ura!" they bell owed, a deep, rhythm c shout, as snow flew up fromtheir felt
boots. "Urra! Ural Swemmel! Urra! Ural" If they couldn't overrun Hohenroda-
if they couldn't overrun the whole cursed world- they didn't know it.

No doubt because they were drunk, they started blazing | ong before they got

cl ose enough to be in any serious danger of hitting something. Puffs of steam
in the snowin front of them showed that sonme of the nen from Pl egnund's

Bri gade had started blazing, too. "Fools!" Wrferth grow ed. "Bl oody stupid
fornicating fools! W can't afford to waste charges |ike that. W haven't got

any Kauni ans around to kill to give us the sorcerous energy we need to get
nore."
They didn't even have any Unkerlanters to kill for the sane purpose. The |oca

peasants had | ong since fled Hohenroda. The nen of Plegmund's Brigade were on
their own here.

O so Sidroc thought, till eggs started bursting anbng the onrushing

Unkerl anters. He whooped with glee- and with surprise. Plegnund' s Brigade was
made up of footsoldiers; it had to rely on the Al garvians for support. "I
didn't know there were egg-tossers back of town," Sidroc said to Werferth.



"Neither did I," Werferth said. "If you think our lords and masters tell us
everything they're up to, you're daft. And if you think those eggs'll get rid
of all those Unkerlanters, you' re even dafter, by the powers above."

Sidroc knew that too well. As the eggs burst in their mdst, sone of Swemmel's
men flew through the air, to |lie broken and bleeding in the snow hers, as
far as he could tell, sinply ceased to be. But the Unkerlanters who stil

lived, who could still nove forward, came on. They kept shouting with no

change in rhythm he coul d hear

Then they were cl ose enough to nmake targets even Werferth couldn't criticize.
Sidroc thrust his right forefinger out through a hole in his mtten; his stick
required the touch of real flesh to blaze. He stuck his finger into the
opening at the rear of the stick and blazed at an Unkerlanter a few hundred
yards away. The man went down, but Sidroc had no way to be sure his beam had
hit him He blazed again, and then cursed, for he nust have nissed his new
target.

The Unkerl anters were bl azing, too, as they had been for sone little while. A
beam snote the peasant hut only a foot or so above Sidroc's head. The sharp
tangy stink of charred pine nade his nostrils twitch. In drier weather, a beam
like that m ght have fired the hut. Not so much risk of that now, nor of the
fire's spreading if it did take hold.

"Mow 'em down!" Werferth said cheerfully. Down the Unkerlanters went, too, in
great swaths, alnost as if they were being scythed at harvest tinme. Sidroc had
I ong since seen Swenmel's soldiers cared little about |osses. If they got a
victory, they didn't count the cost.

"They're going to break in!" he said, an exclamation of dismay. They ni ght pay
areginmnent's worth of men to shift the conpany's worth of Forthwegians in
Hohenroda, but that woul dn't nake the detachnment from Pl egnund' s Brigade any

| ess wrecked. It wouldn't make Sidroc any | ess dead.

"We have three lines of retreat prepared,” Werferth said. "W'Ill use all of
them" He sounded cal m unconcerned, ready for anything that might happen, and
ready to make the Unkerlanters pay the highest possible price for this
mserable little place. In the abstract, Sidroc adnmired that. Wen fear rose
up inside himlike a black, choking cloud, he knew he couldn't hope to match
it.

And then, instead of swarming in anong the huts of Hohenroda and rooting out

t he defenders with beans and with knives and with sticks swung cl ubwi se and
with knees in the crotch and thunbs gougi ng out eyes, the Unkerlanters had to
stop short of the village. Mdre eggs fell anmong Swemmel's nen, these fromthe
northeast. Heavy sticks seared down half a dozen men at a time. Al garvian
behenmot hs, fighting as they had in the old days before sticks and eggs were so
much of a nuch, got in anbng the Unkerlanters and tranpled them and gored them
with iron-encased horns.

And the Unkerl anters broke. They hadn't expected to run into behenoths around
Hohenroda. Wen they fought according to their plans, they were the

st ubbornest soldiers in the world. When taken by surprise, they sonetines
pani cked.

Sidroc was heartily glad this proved one of those times. "Run, you buggers,
run!'" he shouted, and bl azed a fleeing Unkerlanter in the back. Relief made
hi m sound giddy. He didn't care. He felt giddy.

"They' ve got snowshoes," Werferth said. "The Al garvi an behenoths, | nean. They



didn't last winter, you know. The Al garvians hadn't figured they'd have to
fight in the snow. It cost '"em"

Werferth didn't just like fighting, he liked going into detail about fighting.
Sidroc didn't think that way. He'd joined Plegrmund' s Brigade nostly because he
hadn't been able to get along with anybody back in Gomheort. A lot of the nen
in the Brigade were simlar msfits. Some of them were out-and-out robbers and
bandits. He'd led a sheltered life till the war. Things were different now

Sone of the behenpoth crews waved to the defenders of Hohenroda, urging them
out in pursuit of King Swenmel's nmen. Sidroc had no intention of pursuing
anybody unless his own officers gave the order. He nmuttered under his breath
when shouts rang out frominside the village: "Forward! South!"

Those shouts were in Al garvian. Al garvian officers commanded Pl egnund' s
Brigade, and all orders came in their tongue. In a way, that nmade sense: the
Bri gade had to fight alongside Al garvian units and work snoothly with them In
anot her way, though, it was a rem nder of who were the puppets and who the
puppet eers.
"Let's go," Werferth said. He would never be anything nore than a sergeant. O
course, had Forthweg's independent arny survived, he would never have been
anything nore than a sergeant, either, for he had not a drop of noble bl ood.

Sidroc winced and cursed as the icy wind tore at himwhen he left the shelter
of the peasant's hut. But he and his conrades were grinning at one another as
they formed up and advanced toward the behenoths and toward the tunbl ed
Unker | anter corpses in the snow.

The Al garvi an behenoth crews weren't grinning. "Wo are these whoresons?" one
of them shouted to a recogni zably Al garvian |ieutenant anong the Forthwegi ans.
"They | ook |ike a pack of Unkerlanters."

"We're from Pl egnmund' s Brigade," the |lieutenant answered. Sidroc followed
Algarvian fairly well. He'd | earned sone in school, nostly beaten in with a
switch, and nore since joining the Brigade, which had ways of training harsher
yet.

"Pl egmund' s Brigade!" the redhead on the behenoth burst out. "Plegnund's

bl oody Brigade? Powers above, we thought we were rescuing real Al garvians."
"Love you too, prickface." That was a trooper named Ceorl, like Sidroc in the
squad Werferth | ed. He always had been and al ways would be nore a ruffian than
a soldier. Here, though, Sidroc conpletely agreed with him

* * *

Maj or Spinell o eyed the approaching Al garvian physician with all the warnth of
a crippled elk eyeing a wolf. The physician either didn't notice or was used
to such glances fromrecuperating soldiers. "Good norning," he said
cheerfully. "How are we today?"

"I haven't the faintest idea about you, good ny sir," Spinello replied- like a
| ot of Algarvians, he was given to extravagant flights of verbiage. "As for
nysel f, 1've never been better in all my born days. Wen do you propose to

turn me |l oose so | can get back into the fight against the cursed
Unker | ant ers?"

He' d been saying the sane thing for weeks. At first, the healing nages had
i gnored him Then he'd been turned over to nere physicians... who'd al so
ignored him This one said, "Wll, we shall see what we shall see." He pressed



a hearing tube against the right side of Spinello's chest. "If you'd be so
kind as to cough for ne...?"

After taking a deep breath, Spinello coughed. He al so had the Al garvian
fondness for overacting; with the energy he put into his coughs, he m ght have
been at death's door from consunption. "There, you quack,"” he said when he | et
t he racki ng spasmend. "Does that satisfy you?"

Perhaps fortunately for him the physician was harder to offend than nost of
his countrymen. Instead of getting angry- or instead of continuing the
conversation through seconds, as sone m ght have done- the fellow just asked,
"Did that hurt?"

"No. Not a bit." Spinello lied without hesitation. He'd taken a sniper's beam
in the chest- powers above, a sniper's beamright through the chest- down in
Sulingen. He had the feeling he'd hurt for years to cone, if not for the rest
of his life. That being so, he could- he had to- deal with the pain.

"I was listening to you," the physician said. "So that you know, | don't
bel i eve you, not a word of it."

"So that you know, sirrah, | don't care what you believe." Spinello hopped
down fromthe infirmary bed on which he'd been sitting and glared at the
physician. He had to | ook up his nose, not down it, for the doctor overtopped
hi m by several inches: he was a bantamrooster of a man, but strong for his
size and very quick. He also had a powerful will; under his gaze, the
physi ci an gave back a pace before checking hinself. Voice soft and menaci ng,
Spi nell o demanded, "WII| you wite nme out the certificate that warrants ne fit
to return to duty?"

To his surprise, the physician said, "Aye." He reached into the folder he'd
set on the bed and pulled out a printed form "In fact, | have filled it out,
all but the signature." He plucked a pen and a sealed bottle of ink fromthe
breast pocket of his tunic, inked the pen, and scraw ed sonething that m ght
have been his nane or might equally have been an obscenity in denotic
Gyongyosi an. Then he handed Spinello the conpleted form "This will permt you
to return to duty, Major. It doesn't warrant you as fit, because you aren't
fit. But the kingdom needs you, and you're unlikely to fall over dead at the
first harsh breeze. Powers above keep you safe." He bowed.

And Spinello bowed in return, nore deeply than the physician had. That was an
extraordi nary courtesy; as a count, he surely outranked the other nan, who was
bound to be only a conmoner. But the physician had gi ven hi mwhat he wanted
nost in all the world. He bowed again. "I amin your debt, sir."

Wth a sigh, the physician said, "Wy a man should be so eager to rush
headl ong i nt o danger has al ways been beyond ne."

"You said it yourself: Algarve needs me," Spinello replied. "Now tell ne at
once: is it true the last of our brave | ads have had to yield thenselves in
Sul i ngen?"
"It's true," the physician said grinmly. "The crystallomancers can't reach
anyone there, and the Unkerlanters are shouting thensel ves hoarse at the
victory. Not a word about the price we nade them pay."

Spinell o cursed. The Al garvians had fought their way into Sulingen the sumer
before- fought their way into it and never fought their way out again. South
beyond the Wolter River lay the Mamming Hills, full of the cinnabar that nmde
dragonfire burn so hot and fierce. Take Sulingen, stormover the Wlter, seize
the mnes in the hills- it had all seenmed so straightforward.



It would have been, too, had the Unkerlanters not fought |ike denons for every
street, for every manufactory, for every floor of every block of flats. And
now, even though Swemmel's nen had, as the physician said, surely paid a great
price, an Al garvian army was gone, gone as if it had never been

"I hope they send ne west again in a tearing hurry,"” Spinello said, and the
physician rolled his eyes. Spinello pointed to the closet at the far end of
the room "I'msick of these cursed hospital whites. Is nmy uniformin there?"
"I'f you nean the one in which you cane here, Major, no," the physician
replied. "That one, as | hope you will understand, is sonewhat the worse for
wear. But a major's uniformdoes await you, aye. One nmonent." He went over to
the closet, set a hand on the latch, and nurnured softly. "There. Now it will
open to your touch. W couldn't very well have had you escapi ng before you
were even close to healed."

"I suppose not," Spinello admtted. They'd known him all right. He wal ked
over to the closet and tried the latch. It did open. It hadn't before; he'd
tried a good many tines. Wth a squeak of dry hinges, the door opened, too.
There on hooks hung a tunic and kilt of severe military cut. The tunic, he saw
to his pride, had on it a wound ribbon. He was entitled to that ribbon, and he
woul d wear it. He got out of the baggy infirmary clothes and put on the
uniform It was baggy, too, baggy enough to make himangry. "Couldn't they
have found a tailor who wasn't drunk?" he snapped.

"It is cut to your neasure, Mjor," the physician answered. "Your forner
nmeasure, | should say. You've |ost a good deal of flesh since you were
wounded. "

"This much?" Spinello didn't want to believe it. But he couldn't very well
call the physician a liar, either

Al so hanging in the closet was a broad-brimed hat with a bright feather from
sone bird fromtropical Siaulia sticking up fromthe |eather hatband. Spinello
clapped it on. H's head hadn't shrunk, anyhow. That was a relief.

The physician said, "I have a mirror in ny belt pouch, if you'd like to see
yourself. W don't keep many in infirmaries. They might disnmay patients |ike
you, and they night do worse than di smay others, the ones unlucky enough to
recei ve head wounds."

"Ah." Contenpl ati ng that was enough to nake Spinello decide he hadn't conme out
so bad after all. In unwontedly quiet tones, he said, "Aye, sir, if you'd be
so kind."

"OfF course, Major." The physician took it out and held it up

Spinello whistled softly. He had |l ost flesh; his cheekbones were pronontories
just under the skin, and the line of his jaw sharper than it had been since he
left his teens- an era nore than a dozen years behind himnow. But his green
eyes still gleaned, and the attendants who'd trinmmed his coppery nustache and
little chin beard and si de whi skers had done a respectable job. He tilted the
hat to a jauntier angle and said, "How ever will the girls keep their |egs

cl osed when they see ne wal ki ng down the street?"

Wth a snort, the doctor put the mrror away. "You're well enough, all right,"
he said. "Go back to the west and terrorize the Unkerl anter wonen."

"Ch, nmy dear fellow" Spinello rolled his eyes. "A honelier |ot you'd never
want to see. Built like bricks, alnmost all of them | had better |uck when



was on occupation duty in Forthweg. This little blond Kaunian, couldn't have
been above seventeen" -his hands shaped an hourglass in the air- "and she'd do
anything | wanted, and | do nmean anything."

"How many tines have you told me about her since you' ve been in nmy care?" the
physi ci an asked. "Her nane was Vanai, and she lived in Oyngestun, and-"

"And every word of it true, too," Spinello said indignantly. He took a cl oak
fromthe closet and threw it on, then dealt with shoes and stockings. He was
panting by the tine he finished dressing; he'd spent too long flat on his
back. But he refused to admt how worn he was, even to hinmself. "Now, then-
what formalities nmust | go through to escape your lair here?"

He presented the certificate of discharge to the floor nurse. After she signed
it, he presented it to the nursing station downstairs. After soneone there
signed it, Spinello presented it to the soldier at the doorway. The man had
won the soft post with a right tunic sleeve pinned up short. He pointed al ong
the street and said, "The reassignnment depot is three blocks that way, sir.
Can you wal k it?"

"Why? |s this a test?" Spinello asked. Rather to his surprise, the one-arned
sol dier nodded. He realized it nade a certain anpbunt of sense: you m ght
browbeat a doctor into giving you a certificate, but no one who couldn't walk
t hree bl ocks had any business going off to the front. The soldier signed the
certificate quite legibly. Spinello asked him "Wre you | efthanded..

bef or e?"

"No, sir," the fellow answered. "I got this in Forthweg, early on. |'ve had
two and a half years to |l earn how to do things over again."

Wth a nod, Spinello left the infirmary for the first tine since being brought
there and headed in the direction the disabled soldier had given him Before
the war, Trapani had been a gay, lively city, as befit the capital of a great
ki ngdom The gray gloomon the streets now had only a little to do with the
overcast sky and the nasty, cold mist inthe air: it was a thing of the
spirit, not of the weather

Peopl e hurried al ong about their business without the strut and swagger that
were as nuch a part of Algarvian life as wine. Wnen nostly | ooked nousy,

whi ch wasn't easy for Spinello' s redheaded conpatriots. The only nen in the
streets who weren't in uniformwere old enough to be veterans of the Six
Years' WAr a generation before or else creaking ancients even older than that.

And everyone, nen and wonen alike, |ooked grim The news sheets the vendors
sold were bordered in black. Sulingen had fallen, all right. It had been plain
for along time that the town would fall to the Unkerlanters, but no one here
seened to have wanted to believe it no matter how plain it was. That made the
bl ow even harder now that it struck hone.

Bi g signs outside the entrance nanmed the reassignnent depot. Spinello bounded
up the marble steps, threw the doors wi de, and shouted, "I'mfit for duty
again! The war is won!"

Sone of the soldiers in there |aughed. Sone of them snorted. Sone just rolled
their eyes. "No matter who you are, sir, and no matter how great you are, you
still have to queue up," a sergeant said. Spinello did, though he hated I|ines.

When he presented the nultiply signed certificate of discharge to another
sergeant, that worthy shuffled through files. At last, he said, "I have a
regiment for you, Major, if you care to take it."



That was a fornmality. Spinello drew hinself up to stiff attention. "Aye!" he
exclaimed. The catch in his breath was partly fromhis healing, partly
excitenent.

The sergeant handed himhis orders, as well as a list of |ley-line caravans
that would take himto the nen who held the |ine sonewhere in northern

Unkerl ant. They were waiting for himw th bated breath. They just didn't know
it yet. "If you hurry, sir, there's a caravan |leaving fromthe main depot for
Eoforwic in half an hour,"” the sergeant said helpfully. "That'll get you

hal fway there."

Spi nel |l o dashed out of the reassignnment depot and screaned for a cab. He made
the ley-line caravan he needed. As he glided southwest out of Trapani, he
wondered why he was in such a hurry to go off and perhaps get hinself killed.
He had no answer, any nore than the physician had. But he was.

* * *

Marshal Rathar wi shed with all his heart that he coul d have stayed down in
sout hern Unkerl ant and fini shed smashing the Al garvian invaders there. They
were |ike serpents- you could step on themthree days after you thought they
were dead, and they'd rear up and bite you in the |l eg. Rathar sighed. He
supposed Ceneral Vatran could handle things till he got back. King Swemmel had
ordered himto Cottbus, and when King Swemmel ordered, every Unkerl anter
obeyed.

As it was, Rathar wouldn't reach Cottbus as fast as Swenmel hoped and
expected. Now that the Al garvians had been crushed in Sulingen and driven back
fromit, nore direct ley-line routes between the south and the capital were in
Unker | anter hands once nore. The trouble was, too nmany of themweren't yet
usabl e. Retreating Al garvian nages had done their best to sabotage them
Retreating Al garvian engineers, relentless pragnatists, had buried eggs al ong
the ley lines that traveled themafter the Al garvian nages' efforts were

over cone.

And so, Rathar had to travel alnobst as far out of a straight line to get from
the vicinity of Sulingen to Cottbus as he had when comi ng south from Cottbus
to Sulingen when things | ooked bl ackest the sumer before. The steersman for

t he caravan kept sending flunkies back to Rathar w th apol ogies for every
zigzag. The marshal's displeasure carried weight. After Swemmel - but a | ong,
long way after Swemmel (Rathar was convinced only he knew how far) -he was the
nost powerful man in Unkerlant.

But the marshal wasn't particularly displeased, not when he didn't want to go
to Cottbus in the first place. He said, "I do prefer not getting killed on the
journey, you know." The steward who'd brought himnews of the | atest delay had
been pal e under his swarthy skin. Now he breathed easier

Wien the steward left the caravan car, a breath of chill got in, reminding the
marshal it was winter- and a savage Unkerlanter winter at that- outside.
Inside, with all the wi ndows sealed, with a red-hot coal stove at each end of
the car, it nmight as well have been sumrer in desert Zuwayza, or possibly
sunmer in a bake oven. Rathar sighed. Unkerlanter caravan cars were al ways
like that in winter. He rubbed his eyes. The hot, stuffy air never failed to
gi ve hima headache.

He yawned, |owered the lanps, and went to sleep. He was still sleeping when
the ley-line caravan silently glided into Cottbus. An apol ogetic steward shook
hi m awake. Yawni ng agai n, the marshal pulled off the thin linen tunic he'd
been wearing and put on the thick wool one he'd used in the caves and ruined
houses that had been his headquarters buildings down in the south. For good



nmeasure, he added a heavy wool cloak and a fur cap with earfl aps.

Sweat rivered off him "Powers above, get nme out of here before |I cook in ny
own juices," he said hoarsely.

"Aye, lord Marshal," the steward said, and led himto the door at the end of
the car. He had to go past a stove to get there, and did cone perilously close
to steam ng. Then the steward opened the door, and the frigid air outside hit
himlike a blowin the face. Cottbhus was well north of Sulingen, and so
enjoyed a nmlder climte, but milder didn't nmean nmld

Rat har sneezed three tinmes in quick succession as he wal ked down t he wooden
steps fromthe ley-line car- which floated a yard off the ground- to the floor
of the depot. He pulled a handkerchief fromhis belt pouch and bl ew his |arge,
proudly curved nose.

"Your health, lord Marshal ," his adjutant said, coning to attention and
saluting as Rathar's feet hit the flagstones. "It's good to see you again."

"Thank you, Mjor Merovec," Rathar answered. "It's good to be back in the
capital." Wat a liar, what a courtier, |I'mgetting to be, he thought.

Merovec gestured to the squad of soldiers behind him "Your honor guard, sir,
and your bodyguard, to nake sure no Al garvian assassin or Gel zer turncoat
does you harmon the way to the royal palace."

"How generous of his Majesty to provide themfor nme," Rathar said. The
sol di ers | ooked bl ank-faced and tough: typical Unkerlanter farm boys. They
were, no doubt, equally typical in their willingness to follow orders no
matter what those orders were. |If Swenmel had ordered themto arrest him for
i nstance, they would do it, regardless of the big stars on the collar tabs of
his tunic. Swermmel stayed strong not |east by allow ng hinself no strong

subj ects, and Rathar knew he'd won a good deal of fane for his operations in
and around Sul i ngen.

If Swenmel wanted to seize him he could. Rathar knew that. And so he strode

up to Merovec and the unsmiling soldiers behind him "I have a carriage
waiting for you, lord Marshal," his adjutant said, "and others for the guards
here. If you will come with ne..."

The carriage was only a carriage, not a prison wagon. The troopers got into
four other carriages. They took station around the one that carried Rathar
No, an assassin wouldn't have an easy blaze at him The marshal didn't
particularly worry about assassins. King Swemmel, now, King Swemmel saw t hem
behi nd every curtain and under every chair.

Cot t bus by night was dark and gl oony. Al garvian dragons still flew over to
drop eggs on the Unkerlanter capital. The darkness hel ped thwart them even if
they didn't cone nearly so often or in such nunbers as they had the wi nter
before. Al garvi an behenot hs and footsol diers had al nost broken into Cottbus

t hen. They'd been pushed back a good way since, which neant a | onger, harder
journey for King Mezentio's dragonfliers.

"Well, what sort of juicy court gossip have you got for me?" Rathar asked his
adj utant.

Maj or Merovec stared; even in the darkness, his eyes glittered as they

wi dened. "N-Not nuch, lord Marshal," he stamered; Rathar was nornally
indifferent to the petty- and sonetinmes not so petty- scandal that set tongues
waggi ng at every court on the continent of Derlavai... and every court off it,

t 0o.



Hor ses' hoof beats nuffled by snow on stone, the carriages entered the great
enpty square around the royal palace. Surrounding the square were statues of
t he kings of Unkerlant. Swemmel's | oonmed, twice as tall as any of the others.
Rat har wondered how | ong the outsized i mage would endure in the reign of
Swermmel ' s successor. That was not a thought he could ever speak al oud.

I nside the pal ace, | anps seared eyes used to darkness. The king had trouble
sl eepi ng, which neant his servitors hardly slept at all. "H s Majesty will see
you i n the audi ence chanber,"” a nessenger told Rathar

The marshal hung the cerenonial sword of his rank on brackets in an anteroom
to that chanber. Unsniling guards patted himwth intimcy few wonen woul d
have dared use. Only after enduring that could he go on. And then he had to
prostrate hinmself before the king and, face against the carpet, recite his
prai ses until given pernission to rise.

At last, King Swenmel gave it. As Rathar clinbed to his feet- a knee clicked,;
he wasn't so young as he had been- the king said, "W wish to continue the
rout of the cursed Algarvians fromour |and. Punish them W command you!" H's
dark eyes flashed in his long, pale face.

"Your Majesty, | aimto do just that," Rathar replied. "Now that their arny in
Sulingen is no nore, | can shift soldiers to ny colums farther north. Wth
luck, we'll bag nost of the redheads still in the southwestern part of the

ki ngdom trap 'emas neatly as we did the ones who'd reached the Wlter."

He knew he was exaggerating- or rather, that he would have to be very | ucky
indeed to bring off everything he had in mnd. The Al garvians would have a | ot
to say about what he did and what he ended up unable to do. Getting his
sovereign to understand that was one of the hardest jobs he had. So far, he'd
managed. Had he failed, Unkerlant would have a new marshal these days. Rathar
didn't particularly fear for hinself. He did doubt the kingdomhad a better
officer to | ead her armies.

Swenmel said, "At |last, we have themon the run. By the powers above, we shal
puni sh them as they deserve. Wen King Mezentio is in our hands, we'll boi
himalive, as we served Kyot." Kyot, his identical twi n, had fought himfor
the throne and lost. Had he won, he would have boiled Swemmel - and, probably,
Rat har with him though he m ght have contented hinself with taking the
sol di er' s head.

As far as Rathar was concerned, his king was putting the unicorn's tail in
front of its horn. The marshal said, "This war is still a |long way from won,
your Majesty."

But Swermel had the bit between his teeth and tranpled on: "And before we do,
we'll give Mezentio's cousin Raniero, the msnanmed King of Gelz, an end to
make Mezentio glad he's just being boiled. Aye, we will." doating
anticipation filled his voice.

Rathar did his best to draw the king back fromdreans of revenge to what was

real. "W have to beat the redheads first, you know. As | said, | want to keep
biting chunks out of their forces in Unkerlant. W bit out a big chunk when we
t ook Sulingen back, but they can still hurt us if we get careless. | aimto

pin them agai nst one river barrier after another, make themfight at a

di sadvant age or el se have to make a whole series of difficult retreats...."
Swermmel wasn't |istening. "Aye, when Raniero falls into our hands, we'll flay
hi m and draw hi m and unman hi m and- oh, whatever el se strikes our fancy."



"W al nost ought to thank Mezentio for him" Rathar said. "One of our own
nobl es on the Grelzer throne in Herborn woul d have brought nore traitors to
the Al garvian side than Raniero has a hope of luring."

"Traitors everywhere," Swenmel nuttered. "Everywhere." H's eyes darted this
way and that. "We'll kill themall, see if we don't." During the Tw nkings War
and even after it, there had been a good many real plots against him There
had al so been a good nmany that existed only in his fevered inmagi nati on. Rea
plotters and i magi ned ones were equally dead now, with no one to say who was
which. "Traitors."”

To Rathar's relief, Swenmel wasn't |ooking at him Al nost desperately, the
mar shal said, "As | was telling you, your Mjesty, our plans-"

Swermmel spoke in perenptory tones: "Set all the colums noving now. The sooner
we strike the Algarvians, the sooner they shall be driven fromour soil." Dd
he nmean the soil of Unkerlant or his own, personal soil? Rathar often had
trouble telling.

"Do you not agree, your Majesty, that your arm es have had nore success when
you waited till everything was ready before striking?" Rathar asked. He'd had
trouble getting Swemel to see that throughout the war. He didn't want nore
troubl e now.

Swemmel , of course, cared nothing for what his narshal wanted. Swenmel cared
only for what he wanted. And now, glaring down at Rathar from his high seat,
he snapped, "W have given you an order. You nmay carry it out, or someone el se
may carry it out. We care nothing about that. We care only that we shoul d be
obeyed. Do you understand us?"

Sonetimes, a threat to resign would bring Swenmel to his senses when he tried
to order something unconmonly harebrained. Rathar didn't judge this would have
been one of those tinmes. The king wouldn't have summoned him fromthe south
for anything but a show of unquestioned allegi ance. And Swermel would renove
himand likely renmove his head if he bal ked. Rathar |ooked down at the carpet
and sighed. "Aye, your Mjesty," he said, casting about in his mnd for ways
to say he obeyed while in fact doing what really needed doing.

"And think not to evade our will with plausible excuses," King Swenmel barked.
He might not have been a very wi se man, but no denying he was clever. Rathar
si ghed agai n.

* * *

Back before the Derl avai an War broke out, Skarnu had been a marquis. He stil
was a marquis, when you got down to it, but he hadn't lived Iike one for
years. And, if the Algarvian occupiers of his native Valmera ever got their
hands on him he wouldn't live anynore at all. This was what he got for
carrying on the fight against the redheads after King Gaini bu surrendered.

Had he nmade his peace with the conquerors, he could have been living soft in
the famlial mansion on the edge of Priekule, the capital. Instead, he found
hinself holed up in a dingy cold-water flat in Ventspils, an eastern
provincial town of no great distinction- indeed, of no small distinction he
could think of.

H's sister still lived in that mansion. He growl ed, down deep in his throat.
Krasta, curse her, had an Al garvian |over- Skarnu had seen themlisted as a
couple in a news sheet. Colonel Lurcanio and the Marchioness Krasta. Lurcanio,
curse him had cone too close to catching Skarnu not |ong before. He'd had to
flee the farmwhere he'd been living, the widow he'd cone to |ove, and the



child- his child- she was carrying. He hoped Lurcani o's nmen had only been
after him and that Merkela was safe.

Hope was all he could do. He didn't dare wite to the farm outside the
southern village of Pavilosta. If the Algarvians intercepted the letter, their
mages m ght be able to use the law of contagion to trace it back to him
"Powers below eat them" he nuttered. He wanted to pour out his soul to

Mer kel a, but the eneny silenced himas effectively as if they' d clapped a gag
over his nouth.

He went to the griny wi ndow and | ooked down at the street three stories down.
Wan winter sunshine filtered between the blocks of flats that sat al nost side
by side. Not even sunshine, though, could make the cobbles in the streets, the
worn sl ates of the sidewal ks, and the sooty, slushy snowin the gutters and in
the corners by stairways anything but unlovely. The wi nd shook bare-branched
trees; their shifting shadows put Skarnu in mnd of groping, grabbing skel eton
hands.

Bl ond Val merans in tunics and trousers trudged this way and that. From what
Skarnu had seen, nobody in Ventspils did nuch nore than trudge. He wondered if
he coul d blanme that gl oomon the Al garvian occupation, or if life in a

provi ncial town woul d have been bl oody dull even before the invaders canme. Had
he lived his whole Iife in Ventspils, he suspected he woul d have been gl oony
nost of the time hinself.

Up the street cane a couple of Algarvian soldiers or constables. He didn't
recogni ze themby their red hair; like a lot of his countrymen, they wore hats
to fight the cold. He didn't even recognize themby their pleated kilts,

t hough he soon noticed those. No, what set themapart was the way they noved.
They didn't trudge. They strutted, heads up, shoul ders back, chests out. They
noved as if they had vital business to take care of and wanted everybody
around themto know it.

"Al garvians," Skarnu said with fine contenpt. If they weren't the nost

sel f-inportant people on the face of the earth, he didn't know who was. He

| aughed, but not for long. Their pretensions would have been funnier if they
hadn't doninated all the east of Derl avai

And then they cane up the stairs to his block of flats. Wen he saw that, he
didn't hesitate for a nmonment. He grabbed a cloth cap, stuffed it down as | ow
on his head as it would go, and left his flat, closing the door behind him as
quietly as he could. H's wool tunic would keep himwarm for a while outside.

He hurried to the stairs and started dowmn them As he'd thought he would, he
passed the Al garvians coning up. He didn't ook at them they didn't | ook at
him He'd ganbled that they wouldn't. Their orders were probably sonething
like, Arrest the man you find in flat 36. But there wouldn't be any man in
flat 36 to arrest when they got there. If Skarnu hadn't seen them com ng..

Vapor puffed fromhis nouth and nose as he opened the front door and went out
onto the street. He was already hurrying up the sidewalk in the direction from
whi ch the redheads had come- a cl ever touch, he thought- when he realized he
didn't know for a fact that they'd been after him He |aughed, though it

wasn't funny. How likely that this block of flats held two nen the Al garvians
want ed badly enough to send their own after himinstead of entrusting the job
to Val mi eran constabl es? Not very.

A youth waved a news sheet in his face. "Al garvians smash Unkerlanter drive
south of Durrwangen!" he cried. The news sheets, of course, printed only what
King Mezentio's mnisters wanted Val mera to hear. They'd stopped talking
about Sulingen, for instance, as soon as the battle there was |ost. They made



the victories they reported these days sound like splendid triunphs instead of
t he desperate defensive struggles they had to be.

Skarnu strode past the vendor without a word, without even shaking his head.
He turned a corner and then another and another and another, picking right or
left at randomeach time. If the Al garvians came bursting out of the bl ock of
flats hot on his trail, they wouldn't have an easy time following him He
chuckl ed. He didn't know hinsel f where he was goi ng, so why should the
redheads?

That didn't stay funny | ong, though. He had to pause and get his bearings- not
easy in Ventspils, since he didn't know the town well. In Priekule, he could
have | ooked for the Kaunian Columm of Victory. That woul d have told hi mwhere
inthe city he was... till the Al garvians knocked it down. The victory it

cel ebrated was one the Kauni an Enpire had won over the barbarous Al garvic
tribes- a victory that still rankled the tribesnen's barbarous descendants
nore than a millenniumand a half later

Though he took | onger than he should have, he finally did figure out where he
was. Then he needed to figure out where to go. That had only one answer,
really: the tavern called the Lion and the Myuse. But the answer wasn't so
good, either. Wre the Algarvians after himin particular, or were they trying
to smash all the resistance in Ventspils? If the forner, they m ght know
nothing of the tavern. If the latter, they were liable to be waiting in force
around or inside it.

He nuttered under his breath. A worman passing by gave hima curious | ook. He
stared back so stonily, she hurried on her way as if she'd never |ooked at him
at all. Maybe she thought hima nmadman or a derelict. As long as she didn't

t hi nk hi mone of the handful who kept the fight against Al garve alive, he
cared nothing for her opinion

|"ve got to go, he realized. The Lion and the Muse was the only place where

he coul d hope to neet other irregulars. They could find himsonmewhere else to
stay or spirit himout of Ventspils altogether. Wthout them.. Skarnu didn't
want to think about that. One nan al one was one man hel pl ess.

He approached the tavern with all the caution he'd | earned as a captain in the
Val mi eran arny- before the Al garvians used dragons and behenpths to smash that
arnmy into isolated chunks and then beat it. He couldn't see anything that

| ooked particularly dangerous around the place. He wi shed Raunu, his veteran
sergeant, were still with him Having been in the arny as |long as Skarnu was
alive, Raunu knew far nore about soldiering than Skarnu had | earned in
somet hi ng under a year. But Skarnu was a marqui s and Raunu the son of a
sausage seller, so Skarnu had | ed the conpany of which they'd both been part.

After tw ce wal ki ng past the doorway to the Lion and the Muse, Skarnu, the
nouse, decided he had to put his head in the lion's nouth. Scow ing, he wal ked
into the tavern. The burly fell ow behind the bar was a man he'd seen before-
whi ch meant nothing if the man was in bed with the Al garvians.

But there, at a table in the far corner of the room Skarnu spied a painter
who was one of the | eaders of the underground in Ventspils. Unless he proved a
traitor, too, the Al garvians didn't know about this place. Skarnu bought a nug
of ale- nothing wong with Ventspils' ale- and sat down across the table from
hi m

"Well, hello, Pavilosta,"” the painter said. "Didn't expect to see you here
today." That sounded polite, but harsh suspicion lay under it.

Skarnu's answering grimce was harsh, too. He didn't care to have even the



nane of the village he'd cone fromnentioned out |oud. After a pull at the
ale, he said, "A couple of redheads canme into ny block of flats an hour ago.
If | hadn't spied 'em outside, they woul d' ve nabbed ne."

"Well, we can't expect the Algarvians to love us, not after we yanked those
Si bi an dragonfliers right out fromunder their noses,"” the |ocal underground
| eader said. "They'd want to poke back if they saw the chance to do it."

"I understand that." Like the painter, Skarnu kept his voice low "But are
they after underground folk in Ventspils, or nme in particular?"

"Way woul d they be after you in particular?" the other nman asked. Then he
paused and thunped his forehead with the heel of his hand. "I keep forgetting
you're not just Pavilosta. You're the chap with a sister in the wong bed."
"That's one way to put it, aye," Skarnu said. It was, in fact, a gentler way
to put it than he would have used. It al so avoi ded nentioning his noble bl ood-
conmon wonen could and did sleep with the redheaded occupiers, too.

After a pull on his own nmug of ale, the painter said, "She knew where you were
down in Pavilosta- she did, or else the Algarvian she's laying did. But how
woul d she know you' ve cone to Ventspils? How woul d the redheads know, either?"

"Cbvious answer is, they're squeezing sonmebody between Pavil osta and here,"
Skarnu said. "I had a narrow escape getting out of there; they m ght have
stunbl ed onto sonebody who hel ped ne." He naned no nanes. What the ot her
fellow didn't know, King Mezentio's men and their Val m eran stooges coul dn't
squeeze out of him Skarnu woul dn't have been so careful about security even
during his duty in the regular Valmeran arnmy.

"If they've got hold of a link in the chain between here and there, that could
be... unpleasant,"” the painter said. "Every tinme we take in a new nan, we have
to wonder if he's the fellow who's going to sell the ot of us to the

Al garvi ans- and one fine day, one of themwll do it."

Soneone Skarnu had seen once or twi ce before strolled into the Lion and the
Mouse. Instead of ordering ale or spirits, he spoke in casual tones: "Redheads
and their dogs are heading toward this place. Sone people m ght not want to
hang around and wait for them" He didn't even | ook toward the corner where
Skarnu and the painter sat.

Skarnu's first inmpulse was to |l eap and run. Then he realized how stupid that
was: it would make himstand out, which was the |ast thing he wanted. And even
if it didn't, where would he go? Ventspils wasn't his town; aside fromthe nen
of the underground, he had no friends and hardly any acquai ntances here.

After a last quick swig, the painter set down his enpty mug. "Maybe we'd
better not hang around and wait for them" he said, with which concl usion
Skarnu coul d hardly disagree.

Skarnu didn't bother finishing his ale. He left the nug on the table and
followed the other man out. "Wiere do we go now?" he asked.

"There are places," the painter said, an answer that wasn't an answer. After a
nonent, Skarnu realized the underground | eader had security concerns of his
own. Sure enough, the man went on, "I don't think we'll have to blindfold
you. "

"I'mso glad to hear it." Skarnu had intended the words to be sarcastic. They
didn't cone out that way. The Unkerlanters night have the Al garvians on the
run in the distant west, but here in Valniera the redheads could still make



their handful of foes dance to their tune.

* * *

Fernao was studying his Kuusaman. That was, he understood, a curious thing for
a Lagoan mage to do. Though Lagoas and Kuusano shared the large island off the
sout heastern coast of Derlavai, his countrynen were in the habit of l[ooking in
the direction of the mainland and not toward their eastern nei ghbors, whom
they usually regarded as little nore than amusing rustics.

That was true even though a | ot of Lagoans had sone Kuusaman bl ood. Fernao's
hei ght and his red hair proved himof mainly Al garvic stock, but his narrow,
sl anted eyes showed it wasn't pure. Lagoans also did their best not to notice
t hat Kuusano outwei ghed their kingdom about three to one.

Qutside, a stormthat had blown up fromthe south did its best to turn this
stretch of Kuusanp into the |and of the Ice People. The wi nd how ed. Snow
drifted around the hostel the soldiers of the Seven Princes had run up here in
the m ddl e of nowhere. The district of Naantali lay so far south, the sun rose
above the horizon for only a little while each day.

Down on the austral continent, of course, it wouldn't have risen at all for a
while on either side of the winter solstice. Having seen the land of the Ice
People in mdw nter, Fernao knew that all too well. Here, he had a

coal -burning stove, not the brazier he'd fed | unps of dried canel dung.

"I shall shovel snow," he nmurmured: a particularly apt paradigm "You will
shovel snow. He, she, it will shovel snow. W shall shovel snow. You-plural
wi Il shovel snow. They-"

Soneone knocked on the door. "One nonent!" Fernao called, not in Kuusaman but
in classical Kaunian, the |anguage he really did share with his Kuusaman

col | eagues. Just getting to the door took rather nmore than a nonent. He had to
I ever hinself up fromhis stool with the help of a cane, grab the crutch that

| eaned by the chair, and use both of themto cross the roomand reach the

door way.

And all of that, he thought as he opened the door, was progress. He'd al nost

di ed when an Al garvian egg burst too close to himdown in the land of the Ice
People. H s |l eg had been shattered. Only in the past few days had the Kuusanman
heal ers rel eased what was left of it fromits imobilizing plaster prison

Pekka stood in the hall outside. "Hello," she said, also in classical Kaunian,
t he wi despread | anguage of scholarship. "I hope | did not interrupt any
i nportant calculations. | hate it when people do that to ne."

"No." Fernao smiled down at her. Like nost of her countrymen- the exceptions
bei ng those who had some Lagoan bl ood- she was short and slimand dark, with a
wi de face, high cheekbones, and eyes slanted like his owm. He switched to her

| anguage to show what he had been doing: "W shall shovel snow. You-plura

wi Il shovel snow. They wi Il shovel snow. "

She | aughed. Agai nst her gol den skin, her teeth seened even whiter than they
were. A nonent |ater, she sobered and nodded. "Your accent is quite good," she
said, first in Kaunian, then in her own tongue.

"Thanks," Fernao said in Kuusaman. Then he returned to the cl assical tongue:

"I have al ways had a knack for |earning | anguages, but yours is different from
any other | have tried to pick up." Awkwardly, he stepped aside. "Please cone
in. Sit down. Make yourself at hone."



"I wish | were at hone," Pekka said. "I wi sh ny husband were at hone, too.
mss ny famly." Her husband, Fernao knew, was no | ess a sorcerer than she,
but one of a nore practical bent. As Pekka wal ked past, she asked, "Wre you
using the stool or the bed? | do not want to disturb you."

"The stool ," Fernao answered. Pekka had already sat down on the bed by the
time he closed the door, hobbled back across the chanber, and carefully

| owered hinself onto the stool. He propped the crutch where he could easily
reach it before saying, "And what can | do for you this norning?"

He knew what he woul dn't have minded doing, not for her but with her. He'd
al ways reckoned Kuusaman wonen too small and skinny to be very interesting,
but was changing his m nd about Pekka. That was probably because, working
al ongside her, he'd cone to think of her as colleague and friend, to admre
her wits as well as her body. Whatever the reason, his interest was real

He kept quiet about it. By the way she spoke about Leino, her husband, and
Ut o, her son, she wasn't interested in himor in anyone but them Making
advances woul d have been worse than rude- it would have been futile. Though a
good theoretical sorcerer, Fernao was a practical man in other ways.
Stretching out his legs in front of him he waited to hear what Pekka had to
say.

She hesitated, sonething she seldomdid. At |ast, she answered, "Have you done
any nore work on |l marinen's contention?"

"Whi ch contention do you nean?" he said, as innocently as he could. "He has so
many of them"

That got him another snile from Pekka. Like the first, it didn't last |ong.
"You know which one," she said. "No matter how nmany strange ideas |l marinen
cones up with, only one really natters to us now. "

And that was also true. Fernao sighed. He didn't like admtting, even to
himsel f, how true it was. Here, though, he had no choice. Pointing out the

wi ndow the doubl e-gl azed wi ndow that hel ped hold winter at bay- in the
direction of the latest release of sorcerous energy the Kuusanman experinenta
team had touched off, he said, "That was fresh grass, summer grass, he pulled
up fromthe nmddle of the crater.”

"I know," Pekka said softly. "Fresh grass in the mddle of- this." She pointed
out the window, too, at the snow swirling past in the grip of the whistling
wi nd. More softly still, she added, "It can nean just one thing."

Fernao si ghed again. "The cal cul ations suggested it all along. So did the
ot her experinental results. No wonder |l marinen got angry at us when we didn't
want to face what that neant."”

Pekka's | augh was nore rueful than anything else. "If Il marinen had not got
angry over that, he would have got angry over sonething else," she said.
"Getting angry, and getting other people angry, is what he enjoys nore than
anything el se these days. But..." She stopped; she didn't want to say what
followed logically fromllmarinen's grass, either. In the end, she did: "W
really do seemto be drawing our energy in these experinments by twisting tine
itself."

There. It was out. Fernao didn't want to hear it, any nore than he'd wanted to
say it. But now that Pekka had said it, he could only nod. "Aye. That is what
t he nunbers say, sure enough." For once, he was glad to be speaking classica
Kauni an. It let himsound nore detached, nore objective- and a lot |ess
frightened- than he really was.



"I think the nunbers also say we can only draw energy fromit when we send one
set of animals racing forward and the ot her racing back," Pekka said. "W
cannot do any nore neddling than that... can we?" She sounded frightened, too,
as if she were pleading for reassurance.

Fernao gave her what reassurance he could: "I read the calcul ati ons the sane
way. So does Siuntio. And so does |lmarinen, for all his bluff and bluster."

"I know," Pekka said. "I have had long talks with both of them tal ks nuch
nore worried than this one." Maybe she found Kauni an di stancing, too. But she
added, "What if the Al garvians are also calcul ating- calculating and coning up
with different answers?"

For effect, Fernao tried a few words of Kuusaman: "Then we're all in trouble."”
Pekka | et out a startled | augh, then nodded. Fernao w shed he coul d have gone
on in her l|anguage, but had to drop back into classical Kaunian: "But nost of
their nages are busy with their murderous nmagic, and the rest really should
get the sane results we have."

"Powers above, | hope so!" Pekka exclained. "The energy rel ease is dreadfu
enough as is, but the world could not stand having its past revised and
edited."”

Bef ore Fernao coul d answer, soneone el se knocked on the door. Pekka sprang up
and opened it before Fernao could start what was for himthe |ong, slow

i nvol ved process of rising. "Ch, hello, ny dear," Master Siuntio said in
Kuusaman before courteously switching to classical Kaunian so Fernao could
follow "I came to ask if our distinguished Lagoan coll eague would care to
join ne for dinner. Now | ask you the sane question as well."

"I would be delighted, sir," Fernao said, and did struggle to his feet.

"And |," Pekka agreed. "Things nmay | ook brighter once we have sone food and
drink inside us."

A buffet waited in the dining room Fernao piled Kuusanman snoked sal non- as

good as any in the world- on a chewy roll, and added slices of onion and of
har d- cooked egg and pickled cucunber. Along with a nug of ale, that nade a
dinner to keep himgoing till suppertinme. "Wuld you like ne to carry those

for you?" Pekka asked.

"I'f you would be so kind- the plate, anyhow," Fernao answered. "l can manage
the mug. Now | have two hands, but | would need three.” Till not too |ong
before, he'd had an armin a cast as well as a leg. Then he'd needed four
hands and possessed only one.

Pekka had built a sandw ch al nost as fornidable as his own. She did sone
substantial damage to it before asking Siuntio, "Master, do you think you will
find any | oopholes in the spells we are crafting?"

Siuntio gently shook his head. He | ooked nore like a kindly grandfather than
the leading theoretical sorcerer of his generation. "No," he said. "W have
been over this ground before, you know. | see extravagant energy rel eases,

aye, far nore extravagant than we could get fromany other source. But | see
no way to achieve anything but that. W cannot sneak back through the holes we
tear in tinme- and a good thing we can't, too."

"I agree," Fernao said, gulping down a |arge nouthful of salnobn to nake sure
his words cane clear. "On both counts, | agree."



"I don't believe even Il marinen will disagree on this," Siuntio said.

"Di sagree on what?" Il marinen asked, striding into the dining hall as if

nam ng himcould conjure himup. Wth a wispy white chin beard, wild hair, and
gl eam ng eyes, he night have been Siuntio's raffish brother. But he, too, was
a form dabl e mage. "Di sagree on what?" he repeated.

"On the possibility of manipulating tinme along with extracting energy from
it,” Siuntio told him

"Well, that doesn't look like it's in the math," Il marinen said. "On the other
hand, you never can tell." He poured hinself a nmug of ale and then, for good
nmeasure, another. "Now this is a proper dinner," he declared as he sat down by
Fer nao.

"Do you truly think the question renai ns unanswer ed?" Fernao asked him
"You never can tell," Il nmarinen said again, probably as nuch to annoy Fernao
as because he really believed it. "W haven't been |ooking all that |ong, and
nei ther have the redheads- excuse ne, the Al garvians." Fernao had red hair,
too. Il marinen went on: "A good thing the Algarvians are too taken up with
killing people to power their nmagic to | ook anywhere el se. Aye, a very good
thing." He enptied the mugs in quick succession, then went back and filled

t hem agai n.

Two

A guard clattered his bludgeon against the iron bars of Talsu's cell. "Cone
on, you cursed traitor, get up!" the guard shouted at him "You think this is
a hostel, eh? Do you?"

"No, sir. | don't think that, sir," Talsu replied as he sprang off his cot and
stood at attention beside it. He had to give a soft answer, or else the guard
and maybe three or four of his conrades would swarminto the cell and use
their bl udgeons on himinstead of on the bars. He'd got one beating for

tal ki ng back. He didn't want another one.

"You'd cursed well better not," the guard snarl ed before stanping down the
hall to waken the prisoner in the next cell after not enough sleep

Tal su was gl ad when he couldn't see the ugly lout any nore. The prison guard
was as much a Jel gavan as he was: a blond man who wore trousers. But he served
Mai nardo, the younger brother King Mezentio of Al garve had installed on the
Jel gavan throne, as readily as he'd ever served King Donalitu. Donalitu had

fl ed when Jelgava fell. H s dogs had stayed behind, and wagged their tails for
their new nasters.

Anot her Jel gavan cane by a few mnutes later. He shoved a bow into Talsu's
cell. The barley nmush in the bow snelled sour, alnbst nasty. Tal su spooned it
up just the sane. If he didn't eat what the gaolers fed him he would have do
nake do on the cockroaches that swarmed across the floor of his cell or, if he
was extraordinarily lucky, on the rats that got whatever the roaches m ssed-
and got their share of roaches, too.

The cell didn't even boast a chamber pot. He pissed in a corner, hoping he was
drowni ng sone roaches as he did it. Then he went back and sat down on his cot.
He had to be plainly visible when the guard collected his bow and spoon. I|f
he wasn't, the guard would assune he'd used the tin spoon to dig a hole

t hrough the stone floor and escape. Then he would suffer, and so would
everyone else in this wing of the prison



As always, the guard cane by with a list and a pen. He scooped up the bow and
t he spoon, checked them off on the list, and glared through the bars at Tal su.
"Don't | ook so bl oody innocent," he growed. "You're not. If you were, you
woul dn't be here. You hear ne?"

"Aye, sir. | hear you, sir," Talsu answered. If he didn't sit there | ooking

i nnocent, the guards woul d deci de he was insolent. That rated a beating, too.
As best he could tell, he couldn't win.

O course you can't win, fool, he thought. If you could, you wouldn't be stuck
here. He felt like kicking hinself. But how could he have guessed that the
silversmth who taught classical Kaunian to woul d-be patriots in Skrunda was
in fact an Algarvian cat's-paw? As soon as Tal su wanted to do nore than |earn
the ol d | anguage, as soon as he wanted to strike a bl ow agai nst the redheads
who occupi ed his kingdom he'd gone to Kugu. Who was nore likely to know how
to put one foe of the Algarvians in touch with others? The | ogic was perfect-
or it would have been, if Mezentio's nen hadn't stayed a junp ahead.

Al garvi ans had caught him They'd said he was in their hands. But they nust
have deci ded he wasn't that inportant, because they'd given himto their
Jel gavan henchnen for disposal. Thanks to the fears of Jelgava's kings, her
dungeons had been notorious even before the redheads overran the ki ngdom
Tal su doubted they'd inproved since.

After breakfast, the Jel gavan guards retreated to the ends of the corridors.
Cautiously, captives began calling back and forth fromone cell to another
They were cautious for a couple of good reasons. Tal k was agai nst the rul es;
the gaol ers could punish themfor it no matter how i nnocuous their words were.
And if their words weren't so innocuous but did get overheard... Talsu didn't
like to think about what woul d happen then. For the nost part, he kept quiet.

His corridor's exercise period came at nidnorning. One by one, the guards
unl ocked the cells. "Conme along," their sergeant said. "Don't dawdl e. Don't
give us any trouble.” No one seened inclined to give themtrouble: they
carried sticks now, not truncheons.

Along with his fellow unfortunates, Tal su shuffled down the corridor and out
into the exercise yard. There, under the watchful eyes of the guards, he

wal ked back and forth, back and forth, for an hour. The stone walls were so
hi gh, he got not a glinpse of the outside world. He had no idea in what part
of Jelgava the prison was. But he could | ook up and see the sky. After
spending the rest of the day | ocked away fromlight and air, he found that
preci ous beyond belief.

"Al'l right, scum back you go," the guard sergeant said when the exercise
peri od was over. Now Tal su stared down at the stone paving bl ocks so the
guards couldn't see his glare. The Al garvians hadn't built this prison, or the
others nmuch like it scattered over the face of Jel gava- Jel gavan ki ngs had
done that, to keep their own subjects in line. But the redheads were perfectly
willing to use the prisons- and the guards, as long as they kept their jobs,
didn't care whomthey were guarding, or for whom or why.

Tal su sat back down on his cot and waited for the bowl of nush that would be
dinner. It mght even have a couple of bits of salt pork floating in it.
Sonething to | ook forward to, he thought. The worst part of that was noticing
how seriously he neant it.

But a guard strode up to the cell before dinnertine. "Tal su son of Traku?" he
dermanded.



"Aye, sir," Talsu said.

The guard made a check on his list. He unl ocked the door and pointed a stick
at Talsu's chest. "You will come with nme," he said. "Interrogation."

"What about ny dinner?" Talsu yelped. He really had been | ooking forward to
it. They wouldn't save it for him He knew that all too well. Instead of
answering, the guard jerked his stick, as if to say Talsu wouldn't need to
worry about dinner ever again if he didn't get noving right now Having no
choi ce, he got noving.

Even his interrogator was a Jel gavan, a man who wore the uniformof a
constabul ary captain. He did not invite Talsu to sit down. I|ndeed, but for his
stool and those on which two arned guards perched, the room had nowhere to
sit. One of the guards rose and positioned a lanp so it shone straight into
Talsu's face. It was bright enough to make himblink and try to | ook away.

"So," the constabulary officer said. "You are another one who betrayed his
| awf ul sovereign. What have you got to say for yoursel f?"

"Nothing, sir," Talsu answered. "Nothing | could say woul d get ne out of the
trouble I'min, anyhow"
"No. There you are wong," the interrogator said. "G ve us the nanes of those
who plotted with you and things will start |ooking better for you in short
order. You may rest assured of that: | know whereof | speak."

"l don't know any nanes," Talsu said, as he had the first tine they' d bothered
questioning him "How could | know any nanmes? Nobody did any plotting with mne.
| was all by nyself- and your nan got ne." He didn't try to hide the

sel f-reproach in his voice

"You assert, then, that your father knew nothing of your treason."

It wasn't treason, not in Talsu's eyes. How could turning on the Al garvians be
treason for a Jelgavan? It couldn't. He didn't think the constable felt that
way, though, so all he said was, "No, sir. You ask around in Skrunda. He's
made nmore clothes for the Algarvians in town than anybody el se there."

The interrogator didn't pursue it, fromwhich Tal su concluded he'd al ready
asked around, and had got the same answers Tal su had given. Now he tried a new
tack: "You al so assert your wife knew nothing of this."

"OF course | do," Talsu exclainmed in alarmhe didn't try to hide. "I never
said anything about it to Gailisa. By the powers above, it's the truth."

"And yet, she has plenty of reasons for disliking Algarvians- is that not so?"
the interrogator went on. "Is it not so that she saw an Al garvi an soldier stab
you before you were narried?"

"Aye, that is so." Talsu adnmtted what he could hardly deny. "But | never told
her about anything. If | had told her about anything, she probably woul d have
wanted to cone with nme. | didn't want that to happen."

"I see," the Jelgavan in Al garvian service said in tones suggesting Tal su
hadn't hel ped hinself or Gailisa with that answer. "You are not naking this
easy. You could, as | have said, if only you woul d nane nanes."

"I haven't got any names to give you," Talsu said. "The only nane | know is
Kugu the silversmith's, and he's been on your side all along. | can't very
well get himinto trouble, can I?" | would if |I could, he thought.



"Perhaps we can refresh your nmenory," his interrogator said. He rang a bell. A
coupl e of nore guards strode into the chanber. Wthout a word, they started
wor ki ng Tal su over. He tried to fight back, but had no |luck. One against two
was bad odds to begin with, and the fellows with the sticks would have

i ntervened had he got anywhere. He didn't. The bruisers had | earned their
trade in a nastier school than he'd known even in the army, and |learned it
wel | . They had no trouble battering himinto subm ssion

VWhen the battering was done, he could hardly see out of one eye. He tasted
bl ood, though no teeth seened broken. One of his feet throbbed: a guard had
stanmped down hard on it. His ribs ached. So did his belly.

Calmy, the interrogator said, "Now, then- who el se knew that you were
plotting treason agai nst King Mi nardo?"

"No one," Tal su gasped. "Do you want nme to nake up nanes? Wat good woul d that
do you?"

"I'f you want to nane sone of your friends and nei ghbors, go ahead," the
interrogator said. "W will haul themin and question them nost thoroughly.
Here is paper. Here is a pen. Go ahead and wite."

"But they woul dn't have done anything," Talsu said. "I'd just be naking it up
You'd know | was just making it up."
"Suppose you let us worry about that," the interrogator said. "Once you make
the accusations, things will go much easier for you. W m ght even think about
letting you go."

"l don't understand," Talsu said, and that was true: he had trouble
under st andi ng anyt hi ng but his own pain. The Jel gavan constabul ary captain
didn't answer. He just steepled his fingertips and waited. So did the guards
with sticks. So did the bully boys who'd beaten Tal su.

It would be so easy, Talsu thought. | could give themwhat they want, and then
they wouldn't hurt ne anynore. He started to ask the interrogator to hand him
t he pen and paper. What happened to the people he m ght name didn't seemvery
important. It would, after all, be happening to soneone el se.

But what woul d happen to hin? Nothing? That didn't seemlikely. Al at once,
he saw the answer with horrid clarity. If he gave the Al garvians- or rather
their watchdog here- a few nanes, they would want nore. After he gave them a
first batch, how could he refuse to give thema second, and then a third? How
could he refuse themanything after that? He couldn't. Had Kugu the
silversmth started by naking up a few nanmes, too? Tal su gathered hinsel f.
"There wasn't anybody el se," he said.

They beat himagain before frog-marching himback to his cell. He'd expected
they woul d. He'd hoped his arnor of virtue would nake the beating hurt |ess.
It didn't. And he didn't get the bow of nush he'd m ssed when they took him
away. Even so, he slept well that night.

* * *

The blizzard screaned around the hostel in the barren wlderness of

sout heastern Kuusano. It |left Pekka feeling trapped, alnbst as if she were in
prison. She and her fellow nages had cone here so they could experinent

wi t hout anyone el se but a few rei ndeer noticing. That nade good sense; sone of
the things they were doi ng woul d have w ecked good-si zed chunks of Yliharma or
Kaj aani even if they went perfectly. And if sone of those experinents escaped



control ... Pekka's shiver had nothing to do with the ghastly weat her

But, while the blizzards raged, Pekka and her col | eagues coul dn't experi ment
at all. If the rats and rabbits they were using froze to death the instant
they went out of doors in spite of the best efforts of the secondary
sorcerers, they were useless. That limted the anmount of work the mages coul d
do.

When Pekka said as nuch over supper one evening, |l marinen nodded soberly. "W
shoul d use Kauni ans instead," he declared. "No one cares whether they live or
die, after all: the Al garvians have proved as nuch."

Pekka winced. So did Siuntio and Fernao. That |l marinen spoke in classical
Kauni an to include Fernao in the conversation only nade his irony nore savage.
After a monent, Siuntio murrmured, "If we succeed here, we'll keep the

Al garvi ans from sl aughteri ng nore Kauni ans."

"WIl we? | doubt it." But Ilmarinen checked hinself. "WlIl, maybe a few, and
will we also keep Swemmel of Unkerlant from slaughtering his own folk to hold
back the Al garvians? Maybe a few, again. Wiat we will do, if we're lucky, is
win the war this way. It's not the sane thing, and we'd be fools to pretend it
is."”

"Right now, winning the war will do," Fernao said. "If we do not do that,
nothing el se matters."

Siunti o nodded in nournful agreement. He said, "Even if we do win the war,
t hough, the world will never again be what it was. Too nany dreadful things
have happened. "

"It will be worse if we lose," Pekka said. "Renmenber Yliharma." A sorcerous

Al garvian attack had destroyed rmuch of the capital of Kuusano, had slain two
of the Seven Princes, and had come too close to killing her and Siuntio and

Il mari nen.

"Everyone renenbers wars." Siuntio still sounded sad. "Renemnbering what
happened in the | ast one gives an excuse for fighting the next one."

Not even Ilmarinen felt like trying to top that gloomy bit of wisdom The
mages got up fromthe table and went off to their own chanmbers as if trying to
escape it. But Pekka soon discovered, as she had before, that being alone in
her room was anythi ng but an escape.

Sonetimes the mages would stay in the dining hall after supper, arguing about
what they had done or what they wanted to do or sinply chatting. Not tonight.
They drifted apart and went upstairs to their chanbers as if sick of one

anot her's conpany. There were tinmes when Pekka was sick of her conrades
conpany, nost often of Ilmarinen's, then of Fernao's, and occasionally even of
Siuntio's. Tonight wasn't one of those angry tines. She just didn't want to
tal k to anyone.

I nst ead, she worked on two letters side by side. One was for her husband, the
other for her son. Leino would be able to read his own, of course. Her sister
El i naki, who was taking care of Uto, would surely read al oud nost of the one
witten to him even though he was learning his letters.

The letter to Uto went well. Pekka had no trouble witing the things any

not her shoul d say to her son. Those were easy, and flowed from her pen as
easily as they flowed fromher heart. She loved him she missed him she hoped
he was being a good little boy (with Uto, often a forlorn hope). The words,
the thoughts, were sinple and straightforward and true.



Witing to Leino was harder. She |oved himand nmissed him too, mssed him
with an ache that sometines made her enpty bed seemthe |loneliest place in the
wor |l d. Those things were easy enough to say, even though she knew ot her eyes
than his would al so see them functionaries serving the Seven Princes studied
al |l outgoing correspondence to nake sure no secrets were reveal ed.

But she wanted to tell her husband nore. She couldn't even nane the nages with
whom she was working, for fear that know edge would fall into the Al garvians
hands and give them clues they shouldn't have. She had to tal k about
personalities in indirect terns, a surprisingly difficult exercise. She had to
tal k about the work in which they were engaged in even nore indirect terns.
She hadn't been able to tell Leino all that nuch about it even when they'd
been together. He hadn't asked, either. He'd known when silence was inportant,
and respected the need for it.

W' ve had sinply appalling weather |ately, she wote. If it were better, we
could do nore. That seened safe enough. Most of Kuusanp had appal | i ng weat her
t hrough nost of the winter. Hearing about it wouldn't tell an Al garvian spy
where she was. And bad weather could interfere with any nunber of things, not
all of themthings in which a spy would be interested.

| hope to be able to see you before | ong. She'd been told she mght be able to
leave for a little while in the not too indefinite future. But even if she did
nmanage to get away, could Leino escape his training as a proper nilitary nage

at the sane tinme? She thought he shoul d have stayed in a sorcerous |aboratory,
i mprovi ng the weapons Kuusaman sol diers would take into battle. But the Seven

Princes thought otherwi se, and their will counted for nore than hers.

Si ghing, she stared down at the page. She wanted to tear it up and throw the
pi eces in the wastebasket. She had to be able to do better than the words
she'd put down, the words that seened so flat, so useless, even so stupid.
VWhat woul d Leino think when he saw then? That he'd narried a hal fwit?

He' Il understand, she thought. |I'msure he's |earning plenty of things he
can't tell ne, too. Most of her believed that. Just enough had doubts, though
to leave all of her upset and worried.

She junped when sonmeone knocked on the door. Springing away fromher letters
was sonething of a relief. Even arguing abstruse theoretical calculations with
Il mari nen seened nore appealing than trying to say things she couldn't say

wi t hout having them cut out of her letter before Leino ever sawit.

But when she opened the door, she found Fernao standing there, not Il marinen.
The Lagoan mage | eaned on his stick and had his crutch stuck under his other
arm "l hope | am not disturbing you," he said in careful classical Kaunian

"Not even a little bit," Pekka said in Kuusaman. She started to repeat that in
the schol arly tongue, but Fernao's nod showed he'd foll owed her. "Cone in,"
she went on, in Kaunian now. "Sit down. Wiat can | do for you?"

"I thank you," he said, and nmade his slow way into her chanber. She took a
coupl e of steps back, not only to get out of his way but to keep him from
| oom ng over her quite so nmuch: Lagoans were al nost uncouthly tall.

Maybe Fernao sensed what she felt, for he sank onto one of the stools in the
room O maybe he's just glad to get off his feet, Pekka thought. Had she been
injured as Fernao was, she knew she woul d have been. She turned the chair on
whi ch she'd been sitting to wite away fromthe desk. "Shall | nake you sone
tea?" she asked. She couldn't be nuch of a hostess here, but she could do

t hat .



Fernao shook his head. "No, thank you," he said. "If you do not mind, | can
talk with you wi thout thinking I amonce nore a student bearding a professor
in his den.”

Pekka | aughed. "I often have that feeling nyself around Siuntio and Il marinen.
| think even the Grandnaster of your kingdomis Guild of Mages woul d have it
around them"

"Grandmaster Pinhiero is not the npbst potent nage ever to cone out of our
universities," Fernao said, "but he would speak his mnd to anyone, even to
Ki ng Swemel of Unkerlant.™

Lagoans had al ways had a reputation for speaking their mnds, regardl ess of
whet her doing so was a good i dea. Pekka asked, "Wuld that nake G andmaster
Pinhiero a hero or a fool ?"

"Wthout a doubt," Fernao answered. Pekka chewed on that for a little while
before deciding it was another joke and | aughi ng agai n. Fernao conti nued,
"Every tine | see how far you Kuusanmans have cone, it anazes ne."

"Way is that?" Pekka knew her tone was tart, but couldn't help it. "Because
you Lagoans do not think Kuusanmb worth noticing at all nost of the tine?"
"That probably has sonmething to do with it," he said, which caught her by
surprise. "W did notice you when it cane to declare war against Al garve-
will say that. W would have done it sooner had we not feared you mnight take
Mezentio's side and assail us from behind."

"Ah." Pekka found herself nodding. "Aye, | knew people who wanted to do
exactly that." She remenbered a party at Elinmaki's house. Sonme of the friends
of Elimaki's husband, O avin the banker, had been eager to take on Lagoas.

A avin was serving the Seven Princes these days. Pekka suspected nost of those
friends were doing the same thing.

"Did you?" Fernao said, and Pekka nodded again. He shrugged. "Well, | can
hardly say | amsurprised. It would have been... unfortunate had that
happened, though." Even as Pekka wondered how he nmeant the word, he expl ai ned:
"Unfortunate for Lagoas, unfortunate for the whole world."

"Aye, you are likely to be right." Pekka gl anced over her shoul der at the
letters to Leino and Uto, then back to Fernao. "May | ask you sonet hi ng?"

As if he were a great noble, he inclined his head to her. "O course.”

"How do you stand it here, cut off not just fromyour famly but from your
ki ngdom as wel | ?"

Fernao said, "For one thing, | have not got nuch in the way of famly: no

wi fe, no children, and | amnot what you would call close to either of ny
sisters. They never have understood what being a mage nmeans. And, for anot her,
the work we are doing here matters. It matters so nuch, or may matter so nuch,
| woul d sooner be here than anywhere el se.™

That was a nore thoughtful answer than Pekka had expected. She wondered how

| ong Fernao had been waiting for soneone to ask a question like hers. Quite a
whi | e, she guessed, which mght also be a neasure of his |oneliness. "Wy have
you not got a wife?" she asked, and then, realizing she nmight have gone too
far, she quickly added, "You need not answer that."

But the Lagoan didn't take offense. Instead, he started to |augh. "Not because



| would rather have a pretty boy, if that is what you nean,"” he said. "I I|ike

worren fine, thank you very nuch. But | have never found one | |iked enough and
respected enough to want to marry her." After a nonent, he held up his hand.

"I take it back. | have found a couple like that, but they were already other

men's wves."

"Ch," Pekka said, and then, half a beat slower than she m ght have, "Aye,
can see how that would be hard." WAs he | ooking at her? She didn't | ook over
at him not for alittle while. She didn't want to know.

"You have things you were doing, | see." Awkwardly, Fernao |evered hinself to
his feet. "I shall not keep you. May you have a pl easant evening." He namde his
sl ow way to the door

"And you," Pekka said. She had no trouble |ooking at his back. But, when he
had gone, she found she couldn't continue the letter to Leino. She put it
asi de, hoping she'd have nmore luck with it in the norning.

* * *

Eal stan enj oyed wal ki ng through the streets of Eoforwic much nore these days
than he had a few weeks before. True, the Al garvians still occupied what had
been the capital of Forthweg. True, King Penda still remained in exile in
Lagoas. True, a Kauni an whose sorcerous disguise as a Forthwegi an was
penetrated still had dreadful things happen to him And yet..

SULI NGEN was scraw ed in chal k or charcoal or whitewash or paint on one or two
wal s or fences in alnost every block. Up till now, a |ot of Forthwegi ans had
been sullenly resigned to Al garvian occupation. King Mezentio's nen | ooked

i ke winning the war; nost peopl e- nost people who weren't Kauni ans, anyhow
had got on with their lives as best they could in spite of that ugly weight
hangi ng over them Now, even though the Algarvians still held every inch of
their kingdom sone of themdidn't.

A coupl e of Al garvian constabl es strode past Eal stan. Their height and red
hair separated them fromthe Forthwegi ans their ki ngdom had overcone. So did
the pleated kilts they wore. And so did their swagger. No nmatter what had
happened to their countrynen down in Sulingen, they showed no di smay.

But a Forthwegi an behi nd Eal stan shouted, "Get out of here, you whoresons! Co
hone! "

Both Al garvians jerked as if stuck with pins. The shout had been in

Fort hwegi an, but they'd understood. They whirled, one grabbing for his club,
the other for his stick. For a dreadful nonment, Eal stan thought they thought
he'd yelled. Then, to his vast relief, he saw they were | ooking past him not
at him One of them pointed toward a Forthwegi an whose bl ack beard was
streaked with gray. They both strode purposefully by Eal stan and toward the
ol der man. He stared this way and that, as if wondering whether flight or

hol ding still was nore dangerous.

Before he had to find an answer, soneone fromfarther up the street- someone
behi nd the constabl es now, soneone they couldn't see- cried out, "Aye, bugger
offI"

Agai n, the Algarvians spun. Again, they hurried past Eal stan. Again, they

sei zed no one, for nore insults rained down on them whenever they turned their
backs. Al garvians often had tenpers that burst |ike eggs. These redheads
proved no exception. One of them shook his fist and shouted in pretty fluent
Fort hwegi an: "You fornicating bignouths, you yell nmuch nore, we treat you al

i ke stinking Kaunians!" To | eave no doubt about what he neant, his partner



stuck his chinin the air and drew a forefinger across his throat.

"Shane!" Eal stan yelled. That m ght have got himinto trouble, but other

Fort hwegi ans were also yelling, and yelling worse things. As Eal stan knew t oo
wel |, nmobst of themcared little about what happened to the Kaunian minority in
Fort hweg, but they all cared about what happened to them

The constabl e who'd shouted the threat was the one who' d taken the stick off
his belt. Cursing now in his own |anguage, he bl azed between a coupl e of
Fort hwegi ans standing not far fromhim H's beam nissed them both, but bit
into the wooden wall of the wi neshop behind them The wall began to snvol der
The Fort hwegi ans fl ed.

So did everyone el se on the street. Eal stan wasted no tinme ducking around the
first corner he cane to. He kept on running after that, too, the hemof his

| ong wool tunic flapping just below his knees. "Those bastards have gone
daft!" anot her man nmmki ng hi nmsel f scarce said.

"What's daft about it?" Ealstan returned bitterly. "They probably get a bonus
for anybody they bl aze."

When the other fellow didn't argue with him he decided he'd nmade his point.
Havi ng nmade it, he went right on trotting. He didn't know whether a new round
of rioting was about to flare up in Eoforwic, and didn't care to stay around
to find out. That was the trouble with people feeling feisty: no matter how
much trouble they stirred up, they still couldn't get rid of the Al garvians.

"One of these days, though," Ealstan nmurnured. "Aye, one of these days..." He
heard the longing in his own voice. Mezentio's nmen had been sitting on
Forthweg for three and a half years now He smiled when he passed anot her

scri bbled SULI NGEN. Surely they couldn't hold down his ki ngdom forever

H s own block of flats lay in a poor part of town, one already scarred again
and again by rioting. He wouldn't have m nded seei ng another round of that if
it meant throwi ng Mezentio's nen out of Eoforwic. Since he didn't think it
woul d, he was gl ad things seenmed quiet.

The stairwell smelled of stale cabbage and stal er piss. He sighed as he
trudged up toward his flat. He'd been used to better in Gromheort before he
had to flee the eastern town and conme to the capital. As a matter of fact, he
could afford better here. But staying in a district where no one cared about
you or what you were and no one expected you to be anybody nuch had

advant ages, too.

He wal ked down the hall and knocked on the door to his flat- once, tw ce,
once. A scraping noise cane frominside as Vanai lifted the bar that held the
door closed. H's wife worked the latch and let himin. He gave her a hug and
ki ssed her. The magecraft that hid her Kaunianity and nade her | ook

Fort hwegi an made her | ook astonishingly like a particular Forthwegian: his

ol der sister, Conberge. He'd needed a while before that stopped bothering him
"We could stop using the coded knock, you know," he said. "Now that you don't
| ook Kauni an anynore, there's not much point to it."

"I still like to know it's you at the door," she answered.

That made Eal stan smile. "All right," he said, and sniffed. "Wat snells

good?"

"Not hing very exciting," Vanai told him "Just barley porridge with a little
cheese and sonme of those dried nushroonms | got fromthe grocer the other day."



"Must be the nushroons,"” Eal stan said, which made Vanai smle and nod in turn
bot h Fort hwegi ans and the Kaunian mnority in Forthweg were mad for nushroons.
Eal stan reached out and stroked her hair. "You nust be glad to be able to go
to the grocer's yourself."

"You have no idea," Vanai said. Ealstan couldn't argue with her. Until she no
| onger | ooked |ike what she was, she'd had to stay holed up inside the flat.
Had an Al garvi an spotted her on the street, or had a Forthwegi an betrayed her
to the redheads, she woul d have been taken off to the Kaunian district- and
then, all too likely, shipped west so her life energy could hel p power the
sorceries the Al garvians used in their war agai nst Unkerl ant.

Eal stan went into the kitchen, pulled the stopper froma jar of w ne, and
filled two cups. He carried one of themback to Vanai and raised the other in
salute. "To freedom " he said.

"Or sonmething close to it, anyhow," Vanai answered, but she did drink to the
t oast.

"Aye, sonething close to it," Ealstan agreed. "Maybe sonething getting closer
too." He told her how the Forthwegi ans had given the Al garvian constables a
hard time.

"Good!" she said. "I wish I'd been there." After a nonent, the fierce smle
slipped fromher face. "Of course, if I'd been there |Iooking the way | really
do, they'd have been just as happy to throw rocks at ne and yell, 'Dirty
Kauni an!' "

Her eyes held Ealstan's, as if challenging himto deny it. He | ooked away. He
had to | ook away. The nost he could do was nmunble, "W're not all like that."

Vanai's gaze softened. "Of course not. If you were like that, |'d be dead now.
But too nmany Forthwegi ans are." She shrugged. "Nothing to be done about it, or
nothing | can see. Cone on. Supper should be ready."

After supper, Ealstan read a book while Vanai cleaned the dishes and
silverware. He'd brought a | ot of books home while she was trapped in the
flat- reading was al nost the only thing she'd been able to do while he went
out and cast accounts and got them enough noney to keep going. He read them
too. Some- the classics he'd had to study in his acadeny in G onheort- proved
much nore interesting when he read them because he wanted to than when they
were forced down his throat.

When Vanai cane out of the kitchen, she sat down on the sofa beside him She
had a book waiting on the rickety table in front of the sofa. They read side
by side for a while in conpanionable silence. Presently, Ealstan slipped his
armover Vanai's shoulder. |If she'd gone on reading, he would have left it
there for a while and then withdrawn it; one thing he'd | earned was that she
didn't care to have affection forced on her

But she smled, set down her book- a Forthwegian history of the glory days of
t he Kauni an Enpire- and snuggl ed against him Before |ong, they went back to
t he bedchanber together. Making |love was the other thing they'd been able to
do freely when Vanai was trapped in the flat- and, because Eal stan was only
ei ghteen even now, they'd been able to do it pretty often

Afterwards, they lay side by side, lazy and happy and soon to be ready to
sl eep. Eal stan reached out and ran his fingers through Vanai's hair. Sone
peopl e, he'd heard, eventually grew bored with making | ove. Maybe that was
true. He pitied those people if so.



When he woke the next norning, rain was drunmm ng agai nst the bedchanber

wi ndows. Wnter was the rainy season in Forthweg, as in nost northerly | ands.
Yawni ng, Eal stan opened one eye. Rain, sure enough. He opened the other eye
and gl anced over at Vanai

He frowned. Her features had... changed. Her hair remained dark. It woul d: she
regularly dyed it. But it |ooked straight now, not wavy. Her face was | onger
her nose straight, not proudly hooked. Her skin had matched the swarthy tone
of his. Nowit was fairer, so the bl ood underneath showed through pink

Before long, the rain woke her, too. As soon as her eyes opened, Eal stan said,
"Your spell's worn off." Those eyes shoul d have seened dark brown, but they
were their true grayish blue again.

Vanai nodded. "I'Il fix it after breakfast. | don't think anyone will cone
bursting in to catch ne looking |ike a Kaunian till then."

"All right," Ealstan said. "Don't forget."
She laughed at him "lI'mnot likely to, you know. "

And she didn't. After they'd washed down barley bread and olive oil with nore
red wi ne, Vanai took a length of yellow yarn and a | ength of dark brown,

twi sted them together, and began to chant in classical Kaunian. The spell was
of her own devising, an adaptation of a Forthwegian charmin a little book
called You Too Can Be a Mage that hadn't worked as it should have. Thanks to
the training she'd had from her scholarly grandfather, the one she'd nade did.

As soon as she spoke the | ast word of the charm her face- indeed, her whole
body- returned to its Forthwegi an appearance. Kauni ans in Eoforw c and

t hr oughout Forthweg used that sanme spell now. A lot of them had escaped from
the districts in which the redheads had seal ed them so they'd be handy when
Al garve needed the |ife energy they could give. Mezentio's nen weren't happy
about that.

Eal stan was. He kissed Vanai and said, "If these were inperial tines, you'd
cone down in history as a great heroine."

She answered in Kauni an, somnething she seldomdid since taking on a
Fort hwegi an seenming: "If these were inperial tinmes, | wouldn't need such
sorcery." Her voice was bl eak

Eal stan wi shed he could disagree with her. Since he couldn't, he did the next
best thing: he kissed her again. "Wether you are renenbered or not, you are
still a heroine," he said, and had a denon of a time understandi ng why she
suddenly started to weep

* * *

Bembo cursed under his breath as he prow ed through the streets of G onheort.
Oraste, his partner, didn't bother keeping his voice down. Gonheort lay in
eastern Forthweg, not far fromthe border with Al garve, and a good many | ocals
under st ood Al garvi an. The constabl e kept cursing anyway.

"M serabl e Kauni ans," he growl ed. "Powers bel ow eat them every stinking one.
They ought to have their throats cut, the filthy buggers, what with all the
extra work they've piled on our backs."

"Aye, curse them" Benbo agreed. He was tubbier than he shoul d have been, no
braver than he had to be, and heartily disapproved of anything resenbling



wor k, especially work he'd have to do.

Oraste, for his part, disapproved of alnost everything. "They're liable to
cost us the war, the | ousy, stinking whoresons. How are we supposed to scoop
"emup and send 'em west when they start |ooking |like everybody else in this
fornicating kingdon? The way things are going over in Unkerlant, we need al
the help we can get."

"Aye," Benbo repeated, but on a less certain note. The idea of rounding up
Kauni ans and sending themtoward the battlefront to be killed nmade his stonmach
turn unhappy flipflops. He did it- what choice did he have but to obey the
sergeants and officers set over hin? -but he had trouble believing it was the
right thing to do

Oraste had no doubts. Oraste, as far as Benbo could see, never had any doubts
about anything. He waved now, not the usual extravagant Al garvi an gesture but
a functional one, one that took in the street ahead and the people on it. "Any
of these bastards- any of 'em by the powers above! -could be a Kauni an

wr apped in nagic cloaking. And what can we do about it? What can we do about
it, I ask you?"

"Not hi ng nuch," Benbo answered nournfully. "If we start using Forthwegi ans the
way we use the Kaunians here, this whole kingdom |l go up in snoke. W haven't
got the nen to hold it down, not if we want to go on fighting the

Unkerl anters, too."

"I't's war," Oraste said. "You do what you have to do. If we need Forthwegi ans,
we'll take '"em W can sell it to the ones we don't take: if the Kaunians
weren't wolves in sheep's clothing, we can say, we wouldn't have to do this.
The Forthwegians' || buy it, or enough of "emw |l. They hate the bl onds as
much as we do."

"I suppose so." Benbo didn't particularly hate anybody- save, perhaps, people
who nmade hi mwork nore than he cared to. Those peopl e included Sergeant
Pesaro, his boss, as well as the mscreants he all too often failed to run to
eart h.

"Look at 'eml" Oraste waved again, this time with a sort of aninma
frustration. "Any one of themcould be a Kaunian. Any one, | tell you. You
think I like the notion of those |ousy blonds | aughing at me? Not on your
life, pal." He folded his beefy hands into fists. Wen he didn't |ike
somet hing, his notion of what to do next was pound it to pieces.

And, whenever he got into that kind of nmood, he'd sonetimes |ash out at his
partner, too; he wasn't always fussy about whom or what he hurt, so long as he
was hurting soneone or sonething. To try to placate him Benbo pointed to a
man whose beard was going gray. "There. That fellow s a genui ne Forthwegi an,
no doubt about it."

"How d' you know?" Brooding suspicion filled Oraste's voice.
"Don't you remenber? He's the one who had a son di sappear off to powers above
know where, and his nephew murdered his other son. He couldn't get anybody to

do anything about it, because the nephew was in Pl egmund' s Brigade."

"Ch. Hm Aye." The fire in Oraste's hazel eyes faded a little. "Well, | can't
say you're wong- this tine."

Bembo swept off his pluned hat and bowed as deeply as his belly would pernit.
"Your servant," he said.



"My arse,"” Oraste said. He pointed to the man with whomthe assuredly genuine
Fort hwegi an was speaki ng. "How about hin You going to tell me you know for
sure he's no Kauni an, too?"

"How can | do that?" Benbo asked reasonably as he and Oraste cane up to the
two men. The other fellow certainly | ooked |like a Forthwegi an: a white-haired,
whi t e- bearded, rather dissolute-seem ng old Forthwegi an. "But what else is he
likely to be? He's a blowhard, 1'Il tell you that."

Sure enough, the old man was doi ng nost of the tal king, his conpanion nostly
listening and then trying to get a word or two in edgew se. As Benbo and
Oraste cane up to them the geezer waved his forefinger in the other man's
face and spoke in inpassioned Forthwegi an. Benbo coul dn't understand nore than
one word in four, but he knew an irate, hectoring tone when he heard one. The
fellow the old man was tal king to | ooked as if he w shed he were el sewhere.

Oraste rolled his eyes. "Blowhard, nothing. He's a stinking windbag, is what
he is."

"Aye, that's the truth." Instead of wal ki ng past the w ndbag, Benbo sl owed and
cocked his head to one side, frowning and |istening hard.

"Are you daft?" Oraste said. "Cone on."

"Shut up." Benmbo was usually a little afraid of his partner, and wouldn't have
dared speak to himlike that nmost of the time. But a nonent |ater he gave a
decisive nod. "It is. By the powers above, it is!"

"I's what?" Oraste asked

Bermbo started to point, then thought better of it. "That old Forthwegi an- he's
not a Forthwegian, or |I'll eat ny club. Renenber that noisy, smartnouthed ol d
Kauni an whoreson we first ran into in Oyngestun? W' ve bunped into hima few
times here in Gonheort, too."

After another couple of paces, Oraste nodded. "Aye, | do. He's the one with
t he good- | ooki ng granddaughter- or he said she was his granddaughter, anyway."

"That's the one. And that's him" Benbo said. "I recognize his voice. \Watever
magecraft he's using, it doesn't change that."

Oraste took one nore step, then spun on his heel. "Let's snag the son of a
whore. "

Had Benbo seen two constabl es bearing down on him he would have nade hi nsel f
scarce. Maybe the sorcerously disguised Kaunian didn't see himand Oaste; the
fellow was still doing his best to talk the other man's ear off. He | ooked
absurdly astoni shed when the Algarvians laid hold of him "Wat is the neaning
of this?" he demanded- in good Al garvian

That made Benbo beam That snartnout hed Kauni an spoke Al garvian- he was
supposed to be sone sort of scholar. Benbo said, "You' re under arrest on
suspi ci on of being a Kaunian."

"Do | look |ike a Kaunian?" the old man sai d.

"Not now," Benbo answered. "We' || take you back, throw you in a cell, and wait
and see if the nagic wears off. If you still look ugly this same way tonorrow,
we'll turn you | oose. How much you want to bet we don't have to?"

To his surprise, the other Forthwegi an, the genui ne Forthwegian, tapped his



belt pouch. Coins rang in there. "Gentlenen," he said, also in fluent
Al garvian, "I'Il make it worth your while if you forget you ever saw this
fellow"

"No." Oraste spoke before Benbo could. Benbo, like a ot of Algarvians, didn't
m nd naki ng some noney on the side; his constable's salary didn't go very far.
But he nodded now. He didn't want noney. No, that wasn't quite true- he wanted
nmoney, but he wanted this old Kaunian's head nore.

And so he, too, said, "No. W're going to take this fellowin and deal with
him"

"You are nmaking a serious nistake," the old man said. "I tell you, | amas
much a Forthwegi an as Hestan here."

Hestan there didn't say another word. He didn't call the old man who | ooked
like a Forthwegian a liar, but he didn't claimhe was telling the truth,
either. Oraste started hauling the fellow off toward G onmheort's gaol, which
was nore crowded now than it had been when Forthweg ruled the city.

"What have we got here?" an Al garvian gaol er asked when the constabl es
frog-marched their prisoner into the building. "You catch himfilching
sonebody's fal se teeth?" He laughed at his own wit.

Bermbo said, "Suspicion of Kaunianity. Lock himup and see if he still |ooks
the sane tonorrow. The magic isn't even good for a day at a tine, from
everything |'ve heard."

"Aha- one of those." The gaol er brightened. "How d you catch hin? Can't tel
much by his hair, 1'd say- white's still white."

"I recogni zed his voice," Benbo said proudly. "I'd run into himbefore, when
he | ooked |i ke what he really is. He nade hinsel f enough of a nuisance that he
stuck in ny mnd."

"I ama Forthwegian,” the old man said. "I amnot a Kaunian."

"Shut up,"” the gaoler told him "W'I|Il find out what you are."” He turned to a
coupl e of his assistants, who | ooked to have been shooting dice before Benbo
and Oraste came in with their captive. "Strip him don't |eave himanything he
can use to nmake nore magi ¢ and nake nore work for us. Then throw himin a
cell. Like the constable says, we'll find out what he is."

"Aye," one of his assistants said. They did as they were told. The old man
squawked protests and tried to fight back, but he m ght have been a
three-year-old for all the good it did him The assistant gaolers led him
away. Even though he was naked, he kept on squawki ng.

"Now..." The gaol er reached into a desk drawer and pulled out sonme fornms. "The
paperwork. If he really is a Kaunian, you'll get the credit. If he's not,
you'll get the blane."

"Bl ane? For what ?" Benbo clapped a hand to his forehead in nelodranmatic

di sbelief. "For bothering a m serable Forthwegi an? Wiere's the blane in that?"
"There's no bl ane for bothering a Forthwegian," the gaol er agreed. "But if
that ol d bugger turns out not to be a Kaunian, you get the blane for bothering
ne." He favored the constables with a singularly unpleasant snmle, the sort of
smle that made them scurry out of the gaol in a hurry.

Once they'd got outside, Oraste gave Benbo the same kind of snile. "You'd



better not be wong," he said. Benbo wanted to scurry away from his partner
too, but he couldn't. He had to smle hinself, and nod, and go on with his
shift.

As soon as they cane on duty the next day, they hurried to the gaol. The
gaoler didn't start cursing the nmonent he set eyes on them which Benbo took
for a good sign. "Well, you boys got it straight,” the gaoler said. "He was a
Kauni an. "

Oraste thunped Benbo on the shoul der, hard enough to stagger him Benbo heard
sonething Oraste m ssed. "Was?" he asked.

"Aye." The gaol er | ooked sour. "Sonetime during the night, sonmebody gave him
drawers and a tunic so he wouldn't freeze. He twisted 'em up and hanged
hinself with "em That killed the spell along with him Like | say, he was a
Kauni an, all right."

"Filthy bastard,"” Oraste said. "W could have got sone use out of his life
energy."

"That's right," Benbo said. "Killing yourself like that ought to be punishable
by death." He |l aughed. After a nonent, Oraste and the gaoler did, too.

"I"ve sent the fornms off to the constabul ary barracks," the gaoler said. "You
deserve the credit, like | told you yesterday. That turned out to be a nice
bit of work." Benbo beamed and preened and strutted. He hadn't nuch mni nded
hearing that the | ongwi nded ol d Kauni an was dead. Now that he knew he'd get
the credit for capturing him he didn't mind at all

* * *

Back in the days when he was a peasant |ike any other peasant in the
Unker | anter Duchy of Grelz, Garivald had | ooked forward to winter. Wth
snowdrifts covering the fields, he'd spent nost of his time indoors and a | ot
of that time drunk. Aside fromtaking care of the livestock that always shared
the hut with his famly and him what else was there to do but drink?

But he had no hone now, only a miserable little shelter, not even worth
dignifying with the name of hut, in the mddle of the forest west of Herborn
the capital of Gelz. Minderic's band of irregulars still held the woods,

still held away the Al garvians who'd overrun Grelz and the G el zer puppets who
served them but irregulars had a harder tine of it in winter than they did in
sumrer .

Garivald came out of his shelter to | ook up through the pines and the

bar e- branched birches to the sullen gray sky overhead. It had snowed the day
before. He thought it was done for a while, but you never could tell. He took
a couple of steps. At each one, his felt boots left a clear track in the snow

"Footprints," he growl ed, vapor puffing fromhis nmouth at the word. "I wish
there were a nmagic to make footprints go away."

"Don't say things like that," Cbilot exclained. She was one of a handful of
woren in Munderic's band. The wonen who ran off to fight the redheads and
their local cat's-paws conmmonly had reasons nuch nore urgent than those of
their nmale counterparts. Ohilot went on, "Sadoc's liable to get wind of it and
try to cast a spell to be rid of them"

"That m ght not be so bad," Garivald said. "Odds are, whatever nmgecraft he
tried wouldn't do anything."



"Aye, but it mght go wong so badly, it'd bring the Al garvians down on our
heads, " Cbil ot said.

Nei t her of them spoke of the benefits that would follow if Sadoc's spel
succeeded. Neither of them thought Sadoc's spell, if he nmade one, would
succeed. He was the closest thing to a mage Munderic's band boasted. As far as
Garival d was concerned, he wasn't close enough. He had no training whatever.
He was just a peasant who'd fiddled around with a few charns.

"I'f only he knew when to try and when not to," Garivald said nmournfully. "He
m ght be good enough for little things, but he won't stay with those. He won't
even take a blaze at them If it isn't huge, he doesn't want to bother with
it."

"Who doesn't want to bother with what?" Munderic asked. The | eader of the
irregulars was a big, hard-faced, burly man. He | ooked the part he played. H's
tenper suited himto it, too. Scowing, he went on, "Wo doesn't, curse it? W
all have to do whatever we can."

Qoil ot and Garivald | ooked at each other. Garivald owed Munderic his life. If
the irregulars hadn't plucked himfrom Al garvi an hands, Mezentio's nen woul d
have boiled himalive for naking songs that nocked them Even so, he didn't
want to give Munderic this particular idea, and neither, evidently, did
Obi | ot .

Munderic saw as nuch, too. H's bushy eyebrows formed a dark bar over his eyes
as he scow ed. "Who doesn't want to bother with what?" he repeated, an angry
runble in his voice. "You'd better tell ne what you were tal ki ng about, or
you'll be sorry."

"It wasn't anything, really." Garivald didn't want to antagonize Miunderic,
either. They'd already had a couple of run-ins. To his relief, Ooilot nodded
agr eenent .

But they didn't satisfy their |eader. "Conme on, out with it!" he barked. "If
we're going to make the invaders and the traitors how, we've got to do
everything we can." His glare was so fierce, Garivald reluctantly told him
what he and Qhil ot had been tal king about. To his dismay, Minderic beaned.
"Aye, that'd be just what we need. Footprints in the snow nake it hard for us
to raid without giving ourselves away. I'll talk to Sadoc."

"There's no guarantee he'll be able to do anything like that, you know,"
Qoilot said. This tinme, Garivald was the one who nodded.

"I"ll talk to him™" Minderic said again. "W'Il|l see what he can do. If we've
got a mage here, we bl oody well ought to get sone use out of him don't you
t hi nk?" He stanped away w thout waiting for an answer.

"If we had a mage, we could get sone use out of him" Garivald said after the
irregul ars' |eader was out of earshot. "But we've got Sadoc instead."

"I know," Ohilot said. They exchanged wy sniles. Garivald knew a certain
amount of relief. He'd quarreled with Obilot not so | ong before, too.

I never wanted to quarrel with anybody, he thought. | just wanted to |ive out
nmy life back in Zossen with my wife and ny son and ny daughter. But Zossen |ay
a long, long way to the west- fifty mles, nmaybe even sixty. He didn't know if
he'd ever see his family again. Obilot was no great beauty, but she wasn't
honely, either. He didn't want her angry at him

He' d been away from Annore for nost of a year now Had Ooilot decided to slip



under the blankets with him he wouldn't have thrown her out. But she hadn't.
She didn't slip under the blankets with anyone, and she'd knifed a man who
tried too persistently to slip under the blankets with her. The other wonen in
the band of irregulars acted rmuch the sane way. Garivald | ooked toward her

but gl anced away before their eyes net. Wat'll you do next? he thought

sourly. Start coming up with | ove songs?

oi | ot said, "Maybe nothing' |l come of it." She didn't sound as if she

bel i eved t hat.
"Aye. Maybe." Garivald didn't sound as if he believed it, either

A coupl e of days later, Munderic gathered the irregulars together in the
clearing at the heart of their forest fastness. "W've got to go out and
sabotage a ley line," he said. "There's heavy fighting around Durrwangen,
south and west of here. If the regular arny can take it back, they strike the
Al garvi ans a heavy blow. And the redheads know it, curse 'em They want to
keep Durrwangen, sanme as they wanted to keep Sulingen. But they've got rea
supply lines into this place. The nore we can do to keep nmen and behenoths and
eggs fromgetting there, the better we serve Unkerlant. Have you got that?"

"Aye," the irregulars chorused, Garivald anbng them

"We've found a stretch of ley line the Gelzer traitors don't guard well,"
Munderic went on. "We'Il plant our eggs there. And we've got a new way of
maki ng sure the bastards who call Mezentio's precious cousin Raniero King of
Gelz can't follow us. Sadoc will hide our tracks in the snow " He waved to
the man who woul d be a nmge.

"That's right," Sadoc said. He was a bruiser hinself, maybe as nuch a bruiser
as Munderic. "I'msure it'll work." He stared fromone of his conrades to
anot her, challenging themto disagree with him

Nobody sai d anything. Garivald wanted to, but Sadoc already knew what he

t hought of his magecraft. Maybe he won't nake a hash of it this tinme, Garivald
t hought, his mind al nost echoing Ghilot's words. Unfortunately, it also echoed
his own nournful coda. Aye. Maybe

Wien night came, the irregulars left the forest and crossed the farmcountry
around it. Garivald hoped Munderic was right when he said he knew about a
length of ley line that wasn't well guarded. Sone of the nmen supposed to be
serving King Raniero really stayed loyal to King Swenmel of Unkerlant, and
ai ded them when and as they could. But others hated Swemel worse than the
Al garvi ans; those Gelzers, as he'd found to his dismay, nade fierce,

determ ned foes.

Cl ouds scudded across the sky. Every so often, he got a glinpse of the noon
riding high in the northeast. Stars appeared, tw nkled for a nmonent, and then
vani shed again. Obilot came up al ongside Garivald. "Sadoc had better be able

to hide our trail," she said in a low voice. "If he can't, the traitors wll
follow us hone."
Garival d nodded. The earflaps on his fur cap bobbed up and down. "I've been

thinking the sane thing. | wish | hadn't."

Sonetimes, the snow was deep, drifted. The irregulars had to bull through the
drifts or else find a way around them Garivald kept nuttering under his
breath. Even if Sadoc could sorcerously erase footprints, could he get rid of
t hese signs of passage, too? Had Munderic thought about that? Had Munderic

t hought about anything but hitting the Al garvians a good |ick? Garivald
doubted it.



If a Gelzer conpany on patrol caught them out here in the open, they'd get
sl aughtered. He hung on to his stick- which had once bel onged to a redhead who
now had no further use for it- and hoped that woul dn't happen

After what seened like forever but the noon insisted was well before m dnight,
the irregulars cane to the lines of shrubbery that marked the path of the
invisible ley line. The shrubs kept nmen and aninmals fromblundering into the
path of an oncomi ng caravan. Garivald's heart thudded as the irregulars pushed
through them This tinme, no Gel zer guards shouted a chal |l enge. Minderic had
known wher eof he spoke there, anyhow.

Sone of the irregulars carried picks and spades as well as their sticks. They
started digging a hole in which to conceal the egg they'd brought to destroy
the caravan. The ground was frozen hard; they had a denon of a tine
excavating. Garivald could have told themthey would. They probably knew it
for thensel ves, too, but had to do the best they could. They planted the egg
and heaped snow over it. Wth luck, the Algarvians in the | ead caravan car
woul dn't see it till too |ate.

"Let's go," Munderic said when the job was done well enough- and when he
didn't feel like waiting anynore.

"Back the way we cane, as near as we can," Sadoc added. "I'Ill get rid of all
the footprints at once."

"He'd better," Garivald murrmured to Obilot as they started off toward the
forest. "We're in trouble if he doesn't, unless a blizzard bl ows up and sweeps
our tracks away."

"I don't think one's comng," she said. "This isn't a hard winter, the way
| ast year's was. Just- cold." Garivald nodded. It felt the sane way to him
That didn't nmean he couldn't freeze to death out here, only that freezing
woul d take | onger.

He was weary by the tinme the irregulars got back to the edge of the woods.
Twi | i ght hadn't touched the edge of the sky, but couldn't be far away. He
hadn't heard the egg burst. Neither had Munderic, who was unhappy about it.
"Somet hing's gone wong," the | eader of the band kept saying. "Powers bel ow
eat ne if sonething hasn't gone wrong."

"Maybe the caravan got stuck in a snowdrift,"” someone suggested

"No, |I'm sure something' s buggered up somewhere,” Minderic said fretfully.
Garivald feared he was right. Minderic rounded on Sadoc. "Even if it didn't
work, we don't want the foe to know we've been out. Get rid of those tracks,
like you said."

"Aye." Sadoc nodded. He stooped in the snow and began to chant. The tune was
one children used in a hide-and-seek gane. Did that nean Sadoc was a fool, or
that he truly could hide the footprints? Garivald waited and hoped. Sadoc
chanted and made passes. Wth a | ast dramatic one, he cried out in a |oud,
conmandi ng voi ce.

He'd gathered power to him Garivald could feel it in the air, as if lightning
were building. Al at once, it was released- and every footprint, all the way
back to the ley Iine (or at least as far as the eye could reach) began to gl ow
with a soft, shimering iridescence.

Munderic stared, then howed like a wolf. "You idiot!" he roared. "You
dunder head, you turd-witted son of a poxed sow, you-" He |eaped at Sadoc. The



only thing that kept himfromnmurdering the i nept nage was realizing- after
he'd been pulled off- that glowing tracks in the snow weren't too nuch nore
visible than ordinary ones. The irregulars fled for their shelters in the
clearing. Their new tracks didn't glow, for which Garivald thanked the powers
above. He didn't think Sadoc woul d be working nore magic any tine soon. He

t hanked t he powers above for that, too.

* * *

Krasta's foot cane down on an icy patch on the sidewal k of the Avenue of
Equestrians. She sat down on the pavenent suddenly and very hard. An elderly
Val mieran man started toward her to hel p her up, but she was cursing so
foully, he beat a hasty, enbarrassed retreat.

Her curses didn't bother a couple of Algarvian soldiers on |eave in Priekule.
The kilted redheads hurried over to her and haul ed her to her feet. "You being

all right, lady?" one of themasked in Valmeran with a trilling Al garvian
accent.
"I amvery well. And | thank you." Krasta was very consci ous- even smugly

consci ous- of her own good | ooks. She was al so very conscious that the
redheads, given an inch, would cheerfully take a mle. If she were old and
honely, they might well have wal ked right past her. G ving them her nost
haughty stare, she went on, "I amthe Marchi oness Krasta, and the conpanion to
Col onel Lurcanio."

Her own rank probably neant very little to the soldiers in kilts. The

Al garvi an colonel's rank neant they couldn't take any liberties. They weren't
too drunk to realize it, either. "You being careful, nmilady," one of them
sai d. They both bowed, sweeping off their broad-brinmred hats in unison. And
then they went away, perhaps in search of a wonman who had no way, polite or
otherwise, to tell themno. They probably wouldn't have to search too far

Rubbi ng her tailbone, Krasta walked on in the opposite direction. The Avenue
of Equestrians had al ways been Priekul e's main shopping thoroughfare, with
shops of all sorts catering to the nost fastidious- and expensive- tastes. It
still was, but now only a shadow of its fornmer self. The Al garvian occupiers
had nmethodically plundered Valmiera for nore than two and hal f years. It
showed.

They' d been nethodically doing other things for nore than two and a hal f
years, too. Another Al garvian soldier cane by, his armaround the waist of a
bl ond Val m eran girl. He, of course, wore a kilt. But so did she, one that
didn't cone close to reaching her knees. A lot of Valnmieran wonen- and a fair
nunber of Val nmieran nen- had adopted their conquerors' fashions.

Krasta sniffed. She kept right on wearing trousers. She'd occasionally worn
kilts before the war- as nuch to shock as for any other reason- but never
since. Despite the Al garvians who used the west wing of her nmansion as their
own, despite an Algarvian lover, in some ways she felt her Kaunian bl ood nore
acutely these days than ever before. That was odd, especially since she'd |ong
been convinced Al garve would win the Derlavai an War

From behi nd her, soneone called, "Congratulations on still having any noney to
spend, m |l ady!"

She turned. Up the street toward her cane Viscount Valnu. He was strikingly
handsome, and woul d have been even nore so had he not | ooked quite so nuch
like a genial skull. He was one of the first nen Krasta knew who'd started
wearing kilts. She | ooked himup and down, then shook her head. "You've got
knobby knees," she said in the tones of one passing sentence.



Not hi ng fazed Valnu. His grin grew nore inpudent yet. "l've got a baby's arm
hol di ng an appl e, too, sweetheart."

"In your dreans,"” Krasta said with a snort; she knew the truth there. She
waited for Valnu to cone up to her. "And what are you doing here, if you
haven't got any noney?" Nobody cane to the Avenue of Equestrians w thout
noney; the street offered poor folk nothing.

Val nu patted her on the backside. She couldn't decide whether to slap himor
start laughing. In the end, she didn't do anything. The viscount nade

out rageousness part of his stock in trade. Blue eyes flashing, he answered,
"Ch, | nmnage to scrape a couple of coppers together every now and then. |
have ny ways, so | do."

He mi ght have neant he was a gigolo. He mi ght have neant he was sonething with
a harsher nane; everyone who knew him knew his versatility. But he night just
have neant he'd had a good run at dice, or that sonme rents from properties out
in the provinces had conme in. You never could tell with Val nu

Needling hima little, Krasta asked, "And what's new with the Al garvians?"

"How shoul d |I know, darling?" he said. "You see nore of themthan | do. That
house of yours is swarnmng with beefy redheads in kilts. Do you like their
| egs better than nmine? O wll Lurcanio fling you in a dungeon if you even
| ook at anyone but hin?" He bared his teeth in happy, even friendly, malice.

Since she couldn't tell what Col onel Lurcanio might do, she was usually
ci rcunmspect when she | ooked at anyone but him "I don't invite themto grand,
gruesone orgies at my mansion," she said.

"You don't need to. They're screwing all the maidservants anyhow, " Val nu
answered. Krasta's chief serving woman had had a baby by Lurcanio's fornmer
adjutant, so she couldn't very well deny that. At |east Valnu hadn't cone
right out and said that Lurcanio was screwi ng her. Fromhim that was unusua
del i cacy.

Krasta had troubl e hol ding her thoughts on any one thing. Her wave enconpassed
t he Avenue of Equestrians and the whole city. "lI'mso sick of dreariness!" she
burst out.

"Things could be better,” Valnu agreed. He waited till a couple of nore plunp,
staring Al garvian soldiers enjoying |l eave in the captured capital of Valmera
went by and got safely out of earshot before adding, "Things could be worse,
too. Those fellows are probably in from Unkerlant, for instance. It's a |ot
worse there.”

Unkerlant, to Krasta, might as well have been a nile beyond the noon. "I'm
tal ki ng about places where civilized people go," she said with a sneer

"Kauni ans go to Unkerlant, the sane as Al garvians do," Valnu said in a | ow
voi ce, alnpbst a whisper. "The difference is, sone Al garvians cone out again."

The ice that ran through Krasta had nothing to do with the patch that had nade
her slip. "I saw that news sheet- broadsheet- whatever you want to call it."
She shuddered. "I believe it. | believe everything it says."

One of the reasons she believed the horrors the sheet described was that it
was witten in her brother's hand. She hadn't told Val nu about that, nor
Lurcanio, either. Alifetime of cattiness had taught her the inportance of
keepi ng sone things secret. Lurcanio was after Skarnu as things were.



And you still let himsleep with you? she wondered, as she did every so often
But Al garve was stronger than Valmera, and Lurcani o had proved hinself
stronger than she was- a shock that still lingered. Wat choice had she had?
None she'd seen then, none she saw now.

As if to rub salt in the wound, Valnu said, "The redheads keep on falling back
in southern Unkerlant. | don't think Durrwangen will hold."

"Where did you hear that?" Krasta asked. "It's not in any of the news sheets."
"OF course it's not." Valnu bared his teeth, nocking her naiveté. "The

Al garvians aren't fools. They don't want anybody here finding out things
aren't going quite so well. But they know and they tal k anong thensel ves. And
sonetimes they tal k where other people can listen. Mg, for instance." He
struck a pose so absurd, Krasta couldn't hel p | aughing.

But that | augh congeal ed on her face as a couple of constables canme up the
Avenue of Equestrians toward Val nu and her. They weren't Al garvians; they were
the sane Val nierans who'd patrolled the city before the kingdomfell. They
wore al nost the same dark green uniforns they had then. Their cap badges,

t hough, were crossed axes, and crossed axes were al so stanped on the brass
buttons that held their tunics closed. Sonething seened stanped on their
features, too: a hard contenpt for their own kind. They glared at her as they
tranmped past.

She glared, too, but only at their backs. Turning to Val nu, she conpl ai ned,
"They have no respect for rank." However angry her words, she didn't speak
very loud: she didn't want those grimlooking nmen to hear

"You're wong, ny sweet," Valnu said, and Krasta gave hima sour | ook as well.
He blithely ignored it, as he blithely ignored so many things. \Waggi ng a
finger in her face, he went on, "They do indeed respect rank. As far as
they're concerned, the Al garvians have it, and everyone else is scum The

Al garvians agree with them of course."

"OfF course," Krasta said dully. That wasn't too far renoved from her own

t houghts of a nonment before. The Al garvians had strength, and if strength
didn't give rank, what did? Bl ood, she thought, but the redheads had the
strength to ignore that if they chose. "They will win the war, in spite of
everything," she nmurnured. Now her gl ance toward Val nu was al nost beseechi ng;
she wanted himto tell her she was wong.

He didn't. He said, "They may. They may very well. They've already taken nore
knocks than they ever expected, but they're still strong, too. And their mages
don't care what they do- we know about that. If they win, there's |iable not
to be a Kaunian left alive in Forthweg by the tinme they're through."

Before the war, Krasta hadn't thought nuch about the Kaunians in Forthweg.
When she did think of them it was as backwoods bunpkins in a distant,
backward ki ngdom They were bl ood of her blood, aye, but distant cousins she
woul d just as soon have forgotten. Poor relations. But the Al garvians seened
bound and determined to teach the | esson that even poor relations were
relations after all.

Sonet hing crossed Krasta's mnd. She didn't |ike thinking about these things-
truth to tell, she didn't like thinking at all- but she couldn't help it. And
she blurted forth the horrid notion as if to exorcise it: "Wat if they run
out ?"

Val nu patted her on the head. "My occasionally dear, you nust not say these



things, lest you risk losing your proud reputation as a featherbrain.” She |et
out an indi gnhant squawk. He ignored her and | eaned forward so that his nouth
was right by her ear. He teased her earlobe with his tongue for a nonent, then
whi spered three words: "N ght and fog."

"What ?" The teasing tongue distracted her. She was easily distracted. "What's
that got to do with anything?" She'd seen NIGHT AND FOG pai nted on the w ndows
or doors of shops that suddenly closed for no reason anyone could find, but
found no connection between the phrase and her own frightened question

Vi scount Val nu patted her again and gave her a sweet smle, as if she were a
child. "I take it back," he said, fond indulgence in his voice. "You really
are a featherbrain."”

"I ought to slap your face," she snapped. She didn't know why she didn't. Had
anyone el se spoken to her so (except Col onel Lurcani o, who hit back), she
woul d have. But Val nu nade a habit of saying and doing preposterous things, to
her and to everyone he knew. Hi s panache had kept himout of trouble so far
and kept himout of trouble now

He said, "Here, let's do sonething that's nore fun instead," took her in his
arns, and gave her a thoroughly conpetent kiss. Then, bow ng as extravagantly
as an Al garvian, he turned and sauntered up the Avenue of Equestrians as if he
had not a care in the world. Knees aside, he |ooked better in a kilt than nost
redheads.

Krasta hadn't bought anything- a shockingly unusual trip to the Avenue of
Equestrians. Even so, she went back to her carriage, which waited in a side
street. Her driver, surprised at her com ng back so soon, hastily hid a flask.
"Take me hone," she told him But would she find any shelter there, either?

Thr ee

Wnter was the rainy season in Bishah. The capital of Zuwayza rarely got nuch
in the way of rain, but what it got, it got in winter. Sometines, at this
season, it also got cool enough at night to nmake Hajjaj think wearing clothes
m ght not be the worst idea in the world.

The Zuwayzi foreign mnister's senior wife patted his hand when he presuned to
say that out loud. "If you want to put on a robe, put on a robe,"” Kolthoum
told him "No one here will mind if you do." Her tone suggested than anyone
living in Hajjaj's hone who did mnd any eccentricity he happened to show
woul d answer to her, and would not enjoy doing it.

But he shook his head. "My thanks, but no," he said. "No for two reasons.
First, the servants would be scandalized, no matter what they said. |'man old
man now. |'ve been through too many scandals to invite another one."

"You're not so old as all that," Kolthoum sai d.

Hajjaj was far too courteous to laugh at his senior wife, but he knew better
H s hair, having gone fromblack to gray, was now going fromgray to white.
(So was Kol thoum s; they'd been yoked together for alnost fifty years. Hajjaj
didn't notice it in her, for he saw her through the eyesi ght of a shared
lifetinme, where today and the lost tine before the Six Years' War could blur
into each other at a blink.) H's dark brown skin had grown winkled and

| eathery. Wien it did rain here, his bones would ache.

He went on, "The second reason is even nore conpelling: so far as | know, we
haven't got any clothes here. | have this style and that- short tunics and



I ong ones and kilts and trousers and who knows what useless fripperies- in a
closet next to ny office down in the city, but I don't need to bother wth
such foreign nonsense in ny own hone."

"If you're feeling chilly, it isn't nonsense,” Kolthoumsaid. "I'msure we
could have a mmidservant fix you something out of a blanket or curtains or
what ever woul d suit you."

"I'mfine," Hajjaj insisted. His senior wife | ooked el oquently unconvinced,
but stopped arguing. One of the reasons they'd got on so well for so |ong was
that they'd | earned not to push each other too far

Tewfi k, the majordono, wal ked into the chanber where they were sitting. Next
to him Hajjaj truly wasn't so old as all that: Tewfik had served his father
before him Bowi ng, the clan retainer said, "Sorry to disturb you, |ad" -he
was the only man Hajjaj knew who could call himthat- "but a nmessenger from
t he pal ace just brought you this." He handed Hajjaj a roll of paper sealed
with King Shazli's seal

"I thank you, Tewfik," Hajjaj replied, and the naj ordonmo bowed again. Hajj aj
wasn't upset that he hadn't heard the nessenger arrive; sheltering behind

t hi ck sandstone walls, his honme, |ike any clanfather's, was a conmpound well on
its way to being a little village. He put on his spectacles, broke the roya
seal, unrolled the paper, and read.

"Can you speak of it?" Kolthoum asked.
"Ch, aye," he said. "H's Majesty sutmons nme to his audi ence chanber tonorrow
norning, that's all."

"But you'd see himtonorrow anyhow," his senior wife observed. "Wy does he
need to sumon you?"

"I don't know," Hajjaj admitted. "By tonorrow norning, though, | should find
out, don't you think?"

Kol t houm si ghed. "I suppose so." She reached out and patted her husband on the
thigh, a gesture having nmore to do with synpathy than with desire. It had been
along tinme since they'd made love. Hajjaj couldn't remenber just how long, in
fact, but their conpani onship hardly needed physical intinacy anynore. One of
t hese days, he would have to wed a new junior wife if he sought such
anusements. Lalla, recently divorced, had been nore expensive and nore
tenmperamental than she was worth. One of these days. As he neared seventy,

| overraki ng seenmed | ess urgent than it had a couple of decades earlier

He fortified hinself with strong tea the next norning before his driver took
the carriage down fromthe foothills and into Bishah proper. It hadn't rained
| ately, which meant the road wasn't nuddy. It also wasn't dusty, a nore common
annoyance.

Men shouted back and forth on the roof of the royal palace. They weren't
guards; the Zuwayzin |liked King Shazli well. They were roofers: when the rains
cane, even the royal roof |eaked. Unlike his citizens, Shazli didn't have to
wait his turn to get things set right.

As he'd said he would, the king awaited his foreign mnister in the audience
chanber, a less fornmal setting than the throneroom Shazli was about half
Hajjaj's age. Hajjaj thought well of him for a man so young, he was no fool
Only a gold circlet showed the king's rank- the Zuwayzi custom of nudity nmade
di spl ay harder.



Bowi ng, Hajjaj said, "How may | serve your Majesty?"

"Before we tal k business, we can take refreshnment," Shazli answered, by which
Haj j aj knew the business wasn't a desperate enmergency- the king, unlike his
subj ects, could put aside the rules of hospitality if he chose. Shazli clapped
hi s hands. A serving woman brought in tea and date w ne and honey cakes
enlivened wi th chopped pi stachi os.

Whi |l e they nibbled and sipped, Shazli and Hajjaj were limted to polite snal
talk. Presently, the wine drunk and the cakes di m ni shed, the naidservant cane
back and carried off the silver tray on which she'd fetched them Hajjaj

wat ched her swayi ng backsi de with appreciation but w thout urgency. That
wasn't just his years; he'd seen so nmuch bare flesh, it didn't inflame himas
it did nost Derlavaian folk.

"You will be wondering why | summpned you." Rituals conpleted, Shazli could
with propriety get down to business.

"So | will, your Majesty," Hajjaj agreed. "As always, though, | expect you
will enlighten ne."

"Always the optimist," King Shazli said. Hajjaj raised an eyebrow. He'd been
his kingdomis foreign minister since Zuwayza regai ned her freedomfrom an
Unkerl ant enbroiled in the Twi nkings War after the earlier ravages of the Six
Years' War. Few nmen who'd spent their whole careers as di pl omatists retained
much in the way of optimsmby the tine they got old. Shazli's wy chuckle
said he did know that. He reached under a pillow next to the one agai nst which
he reclined and pulled out a sheet of paper. Passing it to Hajjaj, he said,
"This was brought to our line under flag of truce and, once its inport was
recogni zed, flown straight here by dragon."

Li ke any Zuwayzi, Hajjaj carried a large |leather wallet to nake up for his
dearth of pockets. As he had for Shazli's sunmons, he took out his spectacles
so he could read the docunent. Wen he was through, he peered over the | enses
at his sovereign. "Unkerlant has never been a ki ngdomrenowned for subtlety,"”
he renmarked. "The Unkerl anters woul d al ways sooner order than persuade, and

t hey woul d sooner threaten than order... as we see here."

"As we see here," the king agreed. "All-out war against us- 'war to the knife
was the phrase they used, wasn't it? -unless we |eave off fighting them and go
over to their side against Al garve. They graciously allow us three days' tine
before our reply is due."

Hajjaj read the docunment again. Shazli had accurately summarized it. Inclining
his head, the foreign mnister inquired, "And what would you have of me in aid
of this, your Mjesty?"

"Can Swermmel do as he threatens?" Shazli demanded. "If he can, can we hope to
wi thstand himif he hurls everything he has agai nst us?"

"I hope you are al so asking CGeneral |khshid these same questions,” Hajj aj
said. "I amnot a soldier, nor do | pretend to be."

"I amconsulting I khshid, aye." King Shazli nodded. "And | have sone notion of
what you are and what you are not, your Excellency. |'d better, after al
these years. | want your view not as a man of war but as a man of the world."

Recl i ni ng agai nst cushions didn't nmake even a seated bow easy, but Hajj aj
managed. "You do ne too nuch credit,"” he nmurnured, thinking nothing of the
sort. After a few seconds, he shook his head. "I don't believe King Swenmel
can do it," he said. "Aye, the Unkerlanters crushed Al garve at Sulingen, but



they're still locked with Mezentio's men fromthe Narrow Sea in the south to
the Garelian Ocean here in the tropic north. If they pull enough nen from

their lines to be sure of crushing us, the Al garvians are bound to find a way
to make them pay. Al garve can hurt themworse than we'd ever dream of doing."

"I khshid said the sane thing when | asked himlast night, which does sonewhat
relieve ny mnd," Shazli said. "Still... My next question is, is Swemel so
mad for revenge against us that he'd do anything to harmus, not caring what
m ght happen to his own ki ngdon?"

Hajjaj clicked his tongue between his teeth and sucked in a | ong, thoughtfu
breath. No, his sovereign was no fool. Far fromit. Though a rational nan

hi nsel f, Shazli knew Swenmel of Unkerlant wasn't, or wasn't always. Swemel
did some unbelievably foolish things, but he also did sonme unexpectedly clever
ones, not |east because nobody el se could think along with him

After a second | ongi sh pause, Hajjaj said, "I don't believe Swenmel will

forget the war agai nst Algarve just to punish us. | would not swear by the
powers above, but | don't believe so. The Al garvians, over the past year and a
hal f, have nmade thensel ves very hard for any Unkerlanter to forget."

"This is also General |khshid' s view," King Shazli said. "I amglad the two of
you speak with a single voice here, very glad indeed. If you disagreed,

woul d have nore hesitation about rejecting the Unkerl anter demands out of
hand. "

"Ch, your Mjesty, you nustn't do that!" Hajjaj exclained.
"How not ?" Shazli asked. "WII you tell ne | misunderstood you, and that you

want Zuwayza to bow down to Unkerlant after all? If you will tell ne that,
shall have certain things to tell you: of that you nmay rest assured."

"By no neans," Hajjaj said. "All | ask is that you not send Swemmel a paper as
hot as the ultimtum he has given you. In fact, you might be wi sest not to
send himany reply at all. Aye, | believe that's best. Do nothing to inflame

him and our kingdomw |l stay safe.”

By the nature of things, Zuwayza woul d never be a great power in Derlavai. The
ki ngdom had not enough peopl e, not enough | and- and rmuch of the land it did
have was sun-bl asted desert, in which thornbushes and |lizards and canels m ght
flourish but nothing else did. Hajjaj's ancestors had been nomads who roaned
that desert waste and fought other Zuwayzi clans for the sport of it. Though
generations renoved froma canel-hair tent, he'd | earned the old songs, the
brave songs, as a boy. Counseling prudence cane hard. But he rem nded hinself
he was no barbarian but a civilized man. He did what needed doi ng.

And Ki ng Shazli nodded. "Aye, what you say nakes good sense. Very well, then.
If you will be so kind as to let me have that,..." Hajjaj passed the paper
back to the king. Shazli tore it to pieces, saying, "Now we rely on the

Al garvians to keep Unkerlant too busy to worry about the likes of us."

"I think we may safely do that,"” Hajjaj replied. "After all, the Al garvians
have the strongest incentive to fight hard: if they lose, they're likely to
get boiled alive."

* * *

Col onel Sabrino shook his head like a wild beast, trying to get the snow off
his goggl es. How was he supposed to see down to the ground if he couldn't see
past the end of his nose? The Al garvian officer was tenpted to take off the
goggl es and just use his eyes, as he did in good weather. But even then, his



dragon could fly fast enough to make tears streamfromhis eyes and ruin his
vi sion. The goggl es woul d have to stay.

The dragon, sensing himdistracted, let out a sharp screech and tried to fly
where it wanted to go, not where he wanted it to. He whacked it with his |ong,
iron-shod goad. It screeched again, this time in fury, and twisted its |ong,
snaky neck so that it could glare back at him Its yellow eyes blazed with
hatred. He whacked it again. "You do what | tell you, you stupid, stinking
thing!" he shouted.

Dragons were trained from hatchlinghood never to flanme their riders off them
As far as humans were concerned, that was the nobst inportant |esson the great
beasts ever |earned. But dragonfliers knew how truly brainless their charges
were. Every once in a while, a dragon forgot its |essons...

This one didn't. After another hideous screech, it resigned itself to doing as
Sabrino conmanded. He peered down through scattered, quick-scudding clouds at
the fight around Durrwangen

What he saw nmade hi m curse even nore harshly than he had at his dragon. The
Unkerl anters had al nost conpleted their ring around the city. If they did, he
saw not hi ng that woul d keep them from serving the Al garvian garrison inside as
they'd served the Al garvian arny that reached- but did not cone out of-
Sul i ngen

Could Al garve withstand two great disasters in the southwest? Sabrino didn't
know, and didn't want to have to find out. He spoke into his crystal to the
squadron | eaders he commanded: "All right, lads, let's give Swenmel's nen the
presents they've been waiting for."

"Aye, nmy lord Count." That was Captain Dom zi ano, who still seened younger and
nore cheerful than he had any business being in the fourth year of a war that

| ooked no closer to an end than it had the day it started: further froman
end, perhaps.

"Aye." Captain Orosio didn't waste words. He never had. The other two squadron
conmanders al so acknow edged t he order

Sabrino's laugh was bitter. He should have led sixty-four dragonfliers; each
of his squadron conmanders shoul d have had charge of sixteen, including

hi nsel f. When the fight agai nst Unkerl ant began, the wi ng had been at ful
strength. Now Sabrino comanded twenty-five nen, and there were plenty of

ot her col onel s of dragonfliers who woul d have envied himfor having so nany.

Back in headquarters far fromthe fighting, generals wote orders a full w ng
woul d have had trouble neeting. They always got irate when the battered bands
of dragonfliers they had in the field failed to carry out those orders in
full. Sabrino got irate, too- at them not that it did himany good.

Al'l he could do was all he could do. Having spoken through the crystal, he
used hand signals, too. Then he whacked his dragon with the goad again. It
dove on a large concentration of Unkerlanters bel ow. The dragonfliers in the
wi ng foll owed himw thout hesitation. They always had, since the first clashes
wi th the Forthwegi ans. Good nen, one and all, he thought.

A few of the Unkerlanters blazed up at the diving dragons. A fewtried to run
t hough running in snowshoes woul dn't get themvery far very fast. Most just
kept on with what they were doing. Unkerlanters were a stolid |ot, and seened
all the nore so to the excitable Al garvians.

Sabrino's dragon carried two eggs slung beneath its belly. He rel eased t hem



and let themfall on the foe. The other dragonfliers in his wing were doing
the sane. Bursts of suddenly rel eased sorcerous energy flung snow and

Unkerl anters and behenoths in all directions. Wooping, Sabrino ordered his
dragon high into the air once nore. "That's the way to do it, boys," he said.
"We can still hit "ema good lick every now and again, curse me if we can't."”

He knew a nmoment's pity for the Unkerlanter footsoldiers. He'd been a
footsoldier, toward the end of the dreadful slaughters of the Six Years' War a
generation before. Having sonehow cone through alive, he'd vowed he woul d
never fight on the ground again. Dragonfliers knew terror, too, but they
rarely knew squal or.

Captain Dom ziano's smling face appeared in Sabrino's crystal. "Shall we go
down and flanme sone of those whoresons, too?" the squadron | eader asked.

Rel uctantly, Sabrino shook his head. "Let's go back to the dragon farm and

| oad up on eggs again instead,"” he answered. "It's not like flying down to
Sul i ngen was- we can get back here again pretty fast. And that'll save on
ci nnabar."

Along with brinstone, the quicksilver in cinnabar hel ped dragons flane fart her
and fiercer. Brinstone was easy to cone by. Quicksilver... Sabrino sighed.

Al garve didn't have enough. Al garve had never had enough. Her own sorcery had
turned and bit her, hel ping Lagoas and Kuusano drive her fromthe | and of the
Ice People, fromwhich she'd inported the vital mineral. There were

qui cksilver mnes aplenty in the Manming Hills south and west of Sulingen- but
the Al garvians had never got to them And so..

And so, as reluctantly, Domi ziano nodded. "Aye, sir. Makes sense, | suppose.
W'l save the dragonfire we've got for fighting with Unkerlanter beasts in
the air."

"My thought exactly," Sabrino agreed. "W don't always get to do what we want
to do. Sonetinmes we do what we have to do."

Surely King Mezentio had been doing what he wanted to do when he | aunched the
Al garvi an armi es agai nst Unkerlant. Until then, Al garve had gone from one
triunph to another: over Forthweg, over Sibiu, over Valmera, over Jel gava.
Sabrino sighed again. The first sunmmer's canpai gns agai nst the Unkerlanters
had been triunmphant, too. But Cottbus hadn't quite fallen. A year later
Sulingen hadn't quite fallen, and neither had the quicksilver nmnes in the
Mamring Hills. And now Mezentio's men did what they had to do in Unkerl ant,
not what they wanted to do.

No sooner had that gl oony thought crossed Sabrino's mnd than dour Captain
Oosio's face replaced Dom ziano's in the crystal. "Look down, sir," Orosio
said. "Curse me if our soldiers aren't pulling out of Durrwangen."

"\What ?" Sabrino exclainmed. "They can't do that. They' ve got orders to hold
that town agai nst everything the Unkerlanters can do."
"You know that, sir," Orosio answered. "I know that. But if they know that,
they don't know they know it, if you know what | nean."

And he was right. Durrwangen was an inportant town, and the Al garvians had put
a sizable arny into it to nake sure it didn't fall back into Unkerlanter
hands. And now that arny, nen and behenot hs, horse and unicorn cavalry, was
stream ng out of Durrwangen through the one hole in the Unkerlanter ring
around it, tranmping north and east al ong whatever roads the soldiers and
animals could find or nmake in the snow



"Have they gone mad?" Sabrino wondered. "Their commander's head will go on the
bl ock for something like this."

"I was thinking the same thing, sir.” But Orosio hesitated and then added, "At
| east they won't be thrown away, |ike the nen down in Sulingen were."

"What? | didn't hear that." But Sabrino was arch; he'd heard perfectly well.
And he could hardly deny that his squadron commander had a point. So far as he
knew, not a man had cone out of Sulingen. The Al garvians down here would live
to fight another day- but they were supposed to have been fighting in
Dur r wangen

"What do we do, sir?" Orosio asked.

Sabrino hesitated. That needed thought. At last, he answered, "W do what we
woul d have done even if they'd stayed in the city. W go back, get nore eggs,
and then cone and give them whatever help we can. | don't see what el se we can
do. If you' ve got a better answer, let ne hear it, by the powers above."

But Orosio only shook his head. "No, sir."
"Al'l right, then," Sabrino said. "W'I|| do that."

News of the Algarvians' retreat from Durrwangen had al ready reached the dragon
farmby the tine Sabrino's wing got back to it. Sone of the dragon handl ers
said the commander in Durrwangen hadn't bot hered asking for perm ssion before
pul ling out. Gthers clained he had asked for perm ssion, been refused, and
pul | ed out anyway. They were all sure of one thing. "H's head will roll,"
the fell ow who tossed neat covered with powdered brinstone and ci nnabar to
Sabrino's dragon. He sounded quite cheerful about the prospect.

sai d

And Sabrino could only nod. "His head bl oody well deserves to roll," he said.

"You can't go around di sobeying orders."
"Ch, aye," the dragon handl er agreed. But then, after a pause, he went on
"Still and all, though, that's a | ot of boys who can do a Iot of fighting
sonewhere el se.”

"Everybody thinks he's a general," Sabrino said with a snort. The dragon
handl er tossed his nmount another big gobbet of meat. The beast snatched it out
of the air and gulped it down. Its yellow eyes followed the handl er as he took
yet another piece of neat fromthe cart. The dragon was far fonder of the man
who fed it than of the man who flewit.

Despite his snort, Sabrino remained thoughtful. He and Orosio had said about
the sane thing as the dragon handler had. Did that nmean they were on to
somet hing, or were they all daft the sane way?

In the end, it probably wouldn't matter. Regardl ess of whether his nove proved
foolish or brilliant, the general in charge of the Al garvian forces breaking
out from Durrwangen would be in trouble with his superiors. Being right was
rarely an excuse for disobeying orders.

As soon as his beasts were fed and had fresh eggs slung beneath them Sabrino
ordered theminto the air once nore. He hoped they woul dn't nmeet Unkerl anter
dragons. They'd been flying too nmuch lately. They were tired and far from at
their best. He wi shed they could have had nore tine to recover between
flights. But there were too nany mles of fighting and not enough dragons to
cover them The ones Al garve had needed to do all they coul d.

As if drawn by a | odestone, Sabrino led his dragonfliers back toward the



Al garvi an sol di ers breaking out of Durrwangen. They were doing better than
he'd thought they would be. Their retreat, plainly, had caught the

Unkerl anters by surprise. Swenmel's nmen were swarnming into the city they'd

| ost the sumrer before. Most of themseened willing to let the soldiers who'd
defended it go.

Sabrino and his dragonfliers punished the Unkerlanters who did attack the
retreating Al garvians. Corpses, sone in long, rock-gray tunics, others in the
white snocks that nmade them harder to see against the snow, sprawed in

unl ovely death. Sabrino snorted at that, this tine nocking what passed for
poetry in his mind. He'd seen too nuch fighting in two different wars, and the
next |ovely death he found would be the first.

Down bel ow, the Al garvian arny kept falling back. It retreated in excellent
order, without the slightest sign of disarray fromthe nen. But if they were
in such good spirits, why had their |eader ordered them out of Durrwangen in
the first place? Couldn't they have held the inportant town a good dea

| onger? Sabrino had plenty of questions, but no good answers to go with them

* * *

On the defensive. Sergeant Istvan didn't |ike the phrase. Gyongyosi ans were by
training and (they said) by birth a warrior race. Warriors, by the nature of
their calling, boldly storned forward and overwhel ned the foe. They didn't sit
and wait inside fieldworks for the foe to stormforward and try to overwhel m

t hem

So said nost of the nen in Istvan's squad, at any rate. They'd cone into the
arnmy to force their way through the passes of the Ilszung Mounts and through
the endl ess, trackless forests of western Unkerlant. They'd done a good job of
it, too. Unkerlant was distracted by her bigger fight with Al garve thousands
of mles to the east, and never had put enough nen into the defense against
Gyongyos- never till recently, anyhow. Now. ..

"We just have to wait and see if we can build up reinforcenents faster than
t hose stinking whoresons, that's all," Istvan said. "If you haven't got the
nmen, you can't do the things you could if you did."

"Aye, he's right," Corporal Kun agreed. Kun always |ooked nore |ike what he
had been- a mage's apprentice- than a proper soldier. He was thin- downright
scrawny for a Gyongyosi an- and his spectacl es gave hima studi ous seem ng. He
went on, "lIstvan and | had to put up with this sane kind of nonsense of Cbuda,
out in the Bothnian Ccean, when the Kuusamans had enough nen to get the junp
on us."

"And me," Szonyi said. "Don't forget about ne."

"And you," Istvan agreed. They'd all been on OCbuda together. Istvan went on
"We've seen the kinds of things you have to do when you haven't got enough men
to do everything you want. You sit and you wait for the other bugger to nmake a
nm stake and then you try and kick himin the balls when he does."

Kun and Szonyi nodded. The two of them weedy corporal and burly comon
soldier with tawny hair and curly beard that made himl ook like a lion-
under st ood how to play the gane. So did Istvan. The rest of the nen in the
squad... he wasn't so sure of them They |istened. They nodded in all the
right places. Did they really know what he was tal king about? He doubted it.

"We are a warrior race. W shall prevail, no matter what the accursed
Unkerl anters do." That was Lajos, one of the new men. He was as burly as
Szonyi, a little burlier than Istvan. In the small bits of action he'd seen



since coming up to the front, he'd fought as bravely as anyone could want. He
was ni neteen, and sure he knew everything. Who was there to tell himhe m ght
be wrong? Wuld he believe anyone? Not |ikely.

I stvan took off his gloves and | ooked at his hands. H's nails were raggedly
trimmred, with black dirt ground under themand into the folds of skin at his
knuckl es. He turned his hands over. Thick calluses, also dark with ground-in
dirt, creased his palnms. Scars seaned his hands, too. Hi s eyes went, as they
al ways did, to one in particular, a puckered |Iine between the second and third
fingers of his left hand.

Kun had a scar as near identical to that one as made no difference. So did
Szonyi. So did several other squadmates, the nmen who'd served under Istvan for
a while. Captain Tivadar had cut themall. The conpany commander woul d have
been within his rights to kill themall. They'd eaten goat stew. They hadn't
known it was goat; they'd killed the Unkerlanters who'd been cooking it. But
know edge didn't matter. They'd sinned. Istvan still didn't know if his

expi ation was enough, or if the curse on those who ate of forbidden flesh
still lingered.

Soneone approached the tinber-reinforced redoubt in which Istvan and his squad
wai ted. "Who conmes?" he called softly.

"The fairy frog in the fable, to gulp you all down."
Wth a chuckle, Istvan said, "Conme ahead, Captain."”

Tivadar did, slipping fromtree to tree so he didn't show hinself to any
Unker | anter snipers who night be lurking nearby. Nodding to Istvan, he slid
down into the redoubt. "Anything that |ooks |ike troubl e?" he asked.

"No, sir," Istvan answered at once. "Everything' s been real quiet the past
coupl e of days."

"That's good." Tivadar checked. He wasn't nuch ol der than |Istvan- he coul dn't
have been thirty- but he thought of everything, or as close to everything as
he could. "I hope that's good, anyhow. Maybe Swenmel's boys are brewi ng up
somet hing nasty out of sight." He turned to Kun. "Anything that feels like
troubl e, Corporal ?"

Kun shook his head. "Nothing | can sense, Captain. | don't know how nuch
that's worth, though. |I was only an apprentice, after all, not a mage nyself."
In the squad, he put on airs about the small spells he did know Putting on
airs with the conmpany commander didn't pay.

"Al'l right," Tivadar said. "The last tine they struck us with sorcery, even
our best mages didn't know what they'd do till they did it, curse them"

He was all business. Having purified Istvan, Kun, Szonyi, and the rest, he
acted as if they were ritually pure, and never nentioned that dreadful night.
Nei t her did any of them not where anybody not of their nunmber m ght hear. The
shane was too great for that. Istvan thought it always woul d be.

Kun usual |y nocked whenever he saw the chance. He was a city man, and his ways
of ten seened strange and slick and rather repellent to Istvan, who |ike npst
Gyongyosi ans cane froma mountain valley where the people were at feud with
sone nei ghboring valley when they weren't at feud anpng t hensel ves. But Kun
didn't nock now. In tones unwontedly serious, he said, "That was an

abom nation. The stars will not shine on men who nmurder their own to power
their magecraft.”



"Aye, you're right," Lajos boomed. "The Unkerlanters fight filthy. It's worse
than eating goat's flesh, if you ask ne."

He waited for everyone to nod and agree with him In nost squads, everybody
woul d have. Here, the agreenent was slow and halfhearted. It was badly acted
by men who wanted to seem nornal Gyongyosi ans but had troubl e doing so. Lajos
didn't realize that. Istvan hoped the notions of the stars would grant that he
never did. The young trooper grunted and shifted unconfortably, know ng things
had gone wong and not understandi ng why.

Szonyi said, "Captain, when can we take the fight to Swemmel's nen agai n? W
drove 'emthrough the nmountains and we drove 'emthrough the woods. W can

still doit, any time we get the orders."

Ti vadar answered, "If the nen set over nme tell nme to go forward, go forward |
shall, unless | should die serving Gyongyos, in which case the stars will
cherish nmy spirit forevernore. But if the nmen set over ne tell ne to wait in
place, wait in place | shall. And if the nen set over you, Trooper, if they
tell you to wait in place, wait in place you will. And they do. | do."

"Aye, sir." Szonyi dipped his head in reluctant acqui escence. He was a nan of
his ki ngdom and, like Istvan, a man of the countryside. G ven his way, he
woul d go straight at a foe, without subtlety but w thout hesitation, and keep
going till one or the other of themcouldn't stand up anynore.

"Renenber, boys, you have to stay alert all the tinme," Tivadar warned. "The
Unkerl anters are better in the forest than we are. W couldn't have cone so
far against '"emif we didn't have 'em outnunbered. They don't always need
magi ¢ to have a go at us- sonetines sneaki ness serves 'emjust as well."

He clinbed out of the redoubt and headed off along the line to the next
Gyongyosi an strongpoint. Istvan wi shed his countrynen had enough nen to cover
all the line through the forest they held. They didn't, especially in wnter
where staying out alone mght so easily lead to freezing to death.

"The captain is a pretty good officer," Lajos said.

"Aye, he is," Istvan agreed, and all the other veterans in the squad chined
in, too. Lajos let out a small sigh of relief. Not everyone thought he was an
idiot all the time, anyhow.

Kun said, "If we can keep what we hold now when the war is over, we'll have
won the greatest victory against Unkerlant in alnost three hundred years."

"I's that a fact?" Istvan said, and Kun nodded in a way that proclainmed it was
not only a fact, it was a fact anyone this side of feeblem ndedness shoul d
have known. Istvan sent his corporal a look a little | ess than warm Kun
returned it: not quite so openly this time, for Istvan outranked him but

unm st akabl y nonet hel ess.

Szonyi sniffed, for all the world Iike a hound taking a scent. "Mire snow
conmng," he said. "Wn't be long, either. You can taste the wind."

I stvan had plenty of practice gauging the weather hinself. He opened and
closed his nmouth a couple of tines, as if he were taking bites out of the air.
The chill of the wind- a wind that had suddenly picked up- the feel of the

noi sture it carried... He nodded. "Aye, we're for it. Com ng out of the west,
from behi nd us."

"Blowing right into the Unkerlanters' faces," Szonyi said. "Seens a shane not
to hit 'emwhen we've got that kind of edge. W could be |ike nmountain apes,



gone before they even knew we were there."

"Aye, | see the resenblance, all right.” Kun planted the barb with a
self-satisfied smrk. Szonyi glowered at him Istvan kept the two of them from
quarreling any worse than they usually did.

Wet her right about striking or not, Szonyi was right about the storm It blew
in that night, snow swirling around the trees and through their branches till
Laj os, on sentry-go, conplained, "How am | supposed to see anything? King
Swermmel and his whole court could be out there drinking tea, by the stars, and
| wouldn't know it unless they invited ne to have sone."

"I'f Swenmel was out there, he'd be drinking spirits.” Istvan spoke with great
conviction. "And the son of a whore wouldn't invite anybody to share."” But he
could see no farther than Lajos. If the Unkerlanters were gathering in the
forest not far away, he might not knowit till too late. He m ght not, but Kun
woul d. He shook the onetinme nmge's apprentice out of his bedroll

"What do you want?" Kun asked irritably, yawning in his face.

"You've got that little magic that tells when sonebody's noving toward you, "
| stvan answered. "Don't you think this would be a good tine to use it?"

Kun eyed the snowstorm and nodded, though he warned, "The spell won't say
whet her the men it spies are friends or foes."

"Just work it," Istvan said inpatiently. "If they're com ng toward us from out
of the east, they're no friends of ours."

"Well, you're bound to be right about that," Kun admitted, and worked the tiny
spell. A noment later, he turned back to Istvan. "Nothing, Sergeant. Renenber
the snow gives the Unkerlanters as nuch trouble as it gives us."

"Al'l right." Istvan used a brisk nod to hide his relief. He knew he shoul dn't
have been so relieved; it wasn't proper for a man froma warrior race. But
even a man of a warrior race mght have been excused for being unwilling to

wait and receive a bl ow fromthe eneny.

Kun said, "We'Ill get through another day. That will do." He sounded none too
fierce hinself, but Istvan didn't reprove him

* * *

Now t hat Vanai dared go out onto the streets of Eoforwi c once nore, she w shed
she could find sone books witten in classical Kaunian. But they'd |long since
vani shed fromall the booksellers' shops, those dealing in new and secondhand
volunes alike: the Al garvians forbade them The redheads had ained to destroy
Kauni anity even before they'd started destroyi ng Kauni ans.

Vanai suspected she night have been able to get her hands on sone had she
known which booksellers to trust. But she didn't, and she didn't care to ask
guestions that m ght draw notice to herself. She made do with Forthwegi an
books.

My nagecraft nakes ne | ook |ike a Forthwegi an, she thought. Even Eal stan sees
me this way alnost all the tine. | speak Forthwegi an al nost all the tine.
Peopl e call nme Thel berge, as if | really were a Forthwegian. Am| still Vanai?

Whenever she looked in a mrror, her old fam liar features | ooked back at her
Her sorcery didn't change the way she saw herself. In the mirror, she stil
had fair skin, a long face with a strai ght nose, and gray-blue eyes. But even



inthe mrror, her hair was black. Like any Kaunian with a grain of sense,
she'd dyed it to nake it harder for the Al garvians to penetrate her disguise.

Am |1 still Vanai, if the world knows nme as Thel berge? If the world knows ne as
Thel berge for |ong enough, will the Vanai inside ne start to die? If Al garve
wi ns the Derlavaian War, will | have to go on being Thel berge for the rest of
ny life?

She didn't want to think about things like that, but how could she help it? If
the Al garvians won the war, would Eoforwi ¢ stay shabby and battered, its
peopl e- even real Forthwegi ans- scrawny, for the rest of her life? She didn't
want to think about that, either, but it |ooked |like being true.

A lot of the graffiti that said SULINGEN had been painted over, but Vanai knew
what rectangles of fresh whitewash neant. She sniled fiercely every tine she
saw one. The Al garvi ans had pasted recruiting broadsheets for Pl egnund's

Bri gade everywhere they could, as if to mask the inportance of the defeat
they'd suffered fromthe Forthwegi ans and naybe from t hensel ves.

Up on the hill at the heart of the city stood the royal palace. Vanai hadn't

t hought about King Penda very often back in the days before the war. She
hadn't thought nuch of him either, but that was a different story. Like nost
Kauni ans i n Forthweg, she hadn't been enanored of the rule of a man not of her
bl ood, and a nan who strongly preferred those who were of his own bl ood.

These days, a large Algarvian flag, red, green, and white, flew about the

pal ace. An Al garvian governor ruled Forthweg in Penda's stead. Things surely
had been | ess than ideal before the war. Now they were a great deal worse than
that. Vanai shook her head. Who could have inmagi ned such a thing?

Eof orwi ¢ had several market squares. It needed them to keep so nmany people
fed. The one closest to her block of flats was perhaps the snallest and
nmeanest in the city, which nmeant it was |arger than the one in G onheort and
dwarfed the tiny square back in Oyngestun

Vanai bought barley and beans and turnips: food for hard tinmes, food that
woul d keep peopl e goi ng when nothing better was to be had. Even the beans and
barl ey were in short supply, and nore expensive than they should have been. I|f
Eal stan hadn't brought honme good nobney from casting accounts, the two of them
m ght have gone hungry. By the pinched and anxi ous | ooks on the faces of a |ot
of people in the square, hunger was already | oose in Eoforw c.

She stayed wat chful and wary as she carried her purchases back toward her
flat. She'd heard stories of people knocked on the head for the sake of a sack
of grain. She didn't intend to be one of them

A bl ocky Forthwegi an man stood in the middl e of the sidewal k, staring east and
pointing up into the sky. Vanai had to stop; there was no polite way around
him But she didn't turn and | ook. For all she knew, he'd come up with a new
way to distract people and then steal fromthem If that did himan injustice,
then it did. Better safe than sorry ran through her m nd

Then the Fort hwegi an shout ed sonet hing that nade her change her nind
"Dragons! Unkerl anter dragons!”

She was just starting to whirl when the first eggs fell on Eoforwic. "Get
down!" screaned sonebody who nmust have gone through such horror before. Vana
hadn't- the Al garvians hadn't reckoned Oyngestun inmportant enough to waste
eggs on it- but she wasted no tinme in throwing herself flat on the slates of
the sidewal k... and on top of the precious food she'd bought. Even with
dragons overhead, she couldn't afford to |ose that.



More eggs burst, seemingly at random sone far away, others only a couple of
bl ocks off. Along with the roars fromthe bursts came the al nost nusica
tinkling of shattered glass hitting walls and pavenents and shattering further
and the screans of nen and wonen either wounded or terrified.

Now Vanai did | ook up. The dragons were hard to see. It was a cl oudy day, and
their bellies were painted a gray that nmade them | ook |ike nothing so nuch as
noving bits of cloud thenselves. The eggs their dragonfliers rel eased were
easier to spy. They were darker, and fell straight and swft.

One seened to fall straight toward Vanai. It got bigger and bigger- and burst
only half a bl ock away, close enough to pick her up and sl am her back down to
the ground with shocki ng and painful force. Her ears were stunned, deafened,
she hoped not forever. Atiny sliver of glass tore a cut in the back of her

| eft hand. But a full-throated scream drowned out her yelp.

The man who'd warned of the Unkerlanter dragons lay withing on the sidewalk.
H s hands clutched at his belly, fromwhich blood poured: a flood, a torrent,
a deluge of blood. Vanai stared in hel pless, dreadful fascination. How nuch
bl ood did a living man hol d? More to the point, how much could he | ose before
he stopped being a |iving man?

H s shrieks faded. Hi s hands rel axed. The bl ood poured off the edge of the
sidewal k into the gutter. Vanai gul ped, fighting sickness.

Al nost as soon as it began, the Unkerlanter attack ended. The dragons had
flown a long way. They couldn't carry very many eggs, or very heavy ones. As
soon as they'd dropped what cargo of death they could bring, their
dragonfliers guided them back toward the west once nore.

Vanai picked up her groceries and hurried past the stocky man's corpse toward
her block of flats. A couple of other bodies |ay beyond that one. She tried
not to |l ook at them either. A wounded wonan cried out, but soneone was
already tending to her. Vanai went on w thout feeling the bite of conscience.

Eof orwic boiled like an anthill stirred by a stick. People who'd been inside

t heir homes and shops when the eggs started falling cane rushing out to see if
| oved ones and friends were all right or sinply to see what had happened.
Peopl e who' d been on the street rushed toward their hones and shops to make
sure those were still standing. Here and there, physicians and mages and
firefighting crews had to push their way through the chaos to do their duty.

Al'l things considered, the Al garvian constables on the streets did a pretty
good job of opening the way so help could get where it was going. They weren't
subtle or gentle about it: they screamed abuse in their |anguage and in broken
Fort hwegi an and Kauni an, and they used their bludgeons to wallop anyone who
proved even a split second slow in grasping what they nmeant. But Vanai didn't
t hi nk Fort hwegi an constabl es woul d have acted differently. They did what
needed doing on the spur of the nonent; whys and wherefores could wait.

Vanai |et out a great sigh of relief when she found her block of flats
undamaged but for a couple of broken wi ndows and no fires burning anywhere
close by. She carried the barley and turni ps and beans up to her flat, set
down the sacks in the kitchen, and poured herself a large cup of wi ne.

She' d got hal fway down it, a warm gl ow begi nning to spread through her, when
she started worryi ng about Ealstan. What if he didn't come back? Wiat if he
couldn't conme back? What if he were injured? What if he were...? She woul dn't
even think the word. She gul ped down the rest of the wi ne instead.



Hour followed hour. Ealstan didn't cone. There's no reason for himto cone,
Vanai told herself, over and over again. He's doing what he has to do, that's

all. That made perfect sense. Eoforwic was a big city. The Unkerlanter raid
had killed or wounded a rel ative handful of people. The odds that Eal stan was
one of themwere vanishingly small. Aye, it all made perfect |ogical sense. It

didn't stop her heart fromracing or her breath fromwhistling in her throat
with anxiety.

And it didn't stop her fromleaping in the air when she heard the coded knock
at the door, or fromcrying out, "Were were you?" when Eal stan cane inside.

"Casting accounts. Wiere else would | be?" he answered. Vanai's expression
nust have been el oquent, for he added, "None of the eggs fell anywhere near
nme. See? I'mright as rain."

Maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe he just didn't want her to worry. She
didn't say anything about the cut on her hand, for fear he would worry. Wat
she did say was, "Powers above be praised that you' re safe." She squeezed the
breath out of him

"Ch, aye, I'mfine. Al things considered, it wasn't much of a raid. | wonder
if any of those dragons will get home again." Eal stan sounded di spassi onate,
but his arns tightened around her

She squeezed himagain. "Wiy did the Unkerlanters bother, if they didn't do
Eof orwi ¢ any harn®?"

"Ch, | didn't say that," Eal stan answered. "Haven't you heard?"

"Heard what?" Now Vanai wanted to shake him "I was bringing groceries hone
when it happened, and | cane straight here afterwards. How could | have heard
anyt hi ng?"

"Al right. Al right. I'Il talk," Ealstan said, as if she were a constable
poundi ng the truth out of him "Mst of their eggs fell around the ley-Iline
caravan depot, and a couple of them smashed it up pretty well. The Al garvians
wi Il have some trouble noving soldiers through there for a while."

"Soldiers or... anybody el se," Vanai said slowy. She couldn't bring herself
to come out and nmention by name the Kaunians the Al garvians sent west to be
sacrificed so their Iife energy could power the redheads' sorceries.

"Aye, or anybody else." Eal stan understood what she nmeant. He set a hand on
her shoulder. "Wth that sorcery you worked out, you've done nore to nake that
hard for Mezentio's nmen than all the Unkerl anter dragons put together."

"Have |?" Vanai considered that. It was a pretty big thought. "Maybe | have,"
she said at last. "But even if | have, it's still not enough. The Al garvi ans
shoul dn't have been able to do what they did in the first place.”

Eal stan nodded. "I know that. Anybody with any brains knows it. They never
woul d have been able to, either, if so nmany Forthwegi ans didn't hate

Kauni ans." He gave Vanai a quick kiss. "You need to renenber that not al
Fort hwegi ans do. "

She smled. "I already knew that. |I'malways glad to hear it again, though-
and to see proof." This tine, she kissed him One thing | ed to another. They
ended up eating supper later than they'd intended to. They were both young
enough to take that kind of thing for granted, even to | augh about it. Vana
never stopped to wonder how rare and fortunate it was.



Conmmander Cornel u guided his |eviathan out of the harbor at Setubal and into
the Strait of Valnmiera. The leviathan was a fine, frisky beast. Cornelu patted
its snooth, slick skin. "You nmay be as good as Eforiel,"” he said. "Aye, you
just may."

The Il eviathan wiggled its long, slimbody beneath him It was far nore
sinuous, far nore graceful, than its bl ocky cousins, the whales. It didn't
understand what he'd said- he didn't think it would have understood even if
he' d spoken Lagoan rather than his native Sibian- but it liked to hear him
speak.

He patted it again. "Do you know what kind of conplinments |'m paying you?" he
asked. Since the leviathan couldn't answer, he did: "No, of course you don't.
But if you did, you'd be flattered, believe ne."

He'd ridden Eforiel fromSibiu to Lagoas after the Al garvians overran his
island. Going into exile in Lagoas was vastly preferable to yielding to the
i nvaders. Wthout false nodesty, he knew Sibian-trained | eviathans were the
best in the world. Eforiel could do things no Lagoan |eviathan-rider could
hope to get his nount to natch.

But Eforiel was dead, slain off his hone island of Tirgoviste. After making
his way back to Lagoas again, he'd had this new beast for a while, and he'd
worked hard to train it up to Sibian standards. It was getting there. It m ght
even have already arrived.

The leviathan darted to the left. Its jaws opened for a nmonent, then closed on
a mackerel. A gulp and the fish was gone. Those great tooth jaws woul dn't have
made nmore than two bites of a man- maybe only one. Like dragonfliers,

| evi at han-riders had, and needed to have, great respect for the beasts they
took to war. Unlike dragonfliers, they got respect and affection in return
Cornelu woul dn't have wanted anything to do with dragons.

"Nasty, stupid, bad-tenpered beasts,"
you. No, nothing like you."

he told the leviathan. "Nothing |ike

Wth a flick of its tail, the |eviathan dove bel ow the surface. Magecraft,
grease, and a rubber suit protected Cornelu fromthe chill of the sea. Mre
magecraft |et him breathe underwater. Wthout that spell, |eviathan-riding

woul d have been inpossible. Hi s nmount could stay submerged far |onger than he
coul d.

Veterinary mages kept pronising a spell to let |eviathans breathe underwater,
too. That woul d have changed warfare on the sea. Despite endl ess pron ses,

t hough, the spell had yet to make an appearance. Cornelu didn't expect it
during this war or, indeed, during his lifetine.

One stretch of ocean | ooked very much |ike another. Cornelu thanked the powers
above that the day was clear: he had no trouble guiding his |eviathan north,
toward the coast of Valmera. Along with him the beasts carried two eggs hung
under its belly. The Al garvians thought they could ship nore or less safely in
the waters off Valmera. Hs job was to show themthey were w ong.

Every so often, he glanced up at the sky. Ever since Mezentio's nen seized
Val mera, their dragons and the Lagoans' had cl ashed above the strait that
separated the island fromthe mainland. Now one side seized the upper hand,
now the other. He'd had too many Al garvian dragonfliers attack himto want to
| et anot her one see him before he spied the eneny dragon



Each time he | ooked today, the sky was enpty. The Lagoans said a | ot of

Al garvi an dragons had flown out of Valniera |lately, headed west. Maybe they
were right, though Cornelu had trouble trusting thema great deal further than
he trusted Mezentio's nmen. If they were, the war in Unkerlant was naking the
Al garvi ans forget about everything el se.

Toward eveni ng, the Derlavai an mainland rose up out of the sea ahead of
Cornelu. He tapped his leviathan in a particular way. As it had been trained
to do, it lifted its head out of the sea, standing on its tail wth powerful
beats of its flukes. Cornelu rose with the leviathan's head, and coul d see
much farther than he could while closer to the surface.

Seeing farther, however, didn't nmean seeing nore here. No Al garvian freighters
or warships glided along the ley lines. No Valmeran fishing boats used the
ley lines, either, nor did any sail boats scud al ong wi thout the power bigger
vessels drew fromthe earth's grid of sorcerous energy.

Cornelu cursed under his breath. He'd sunk an Al garvian | ey-line cruiser
along with other, snmaller craft. He wanted nore. Wth the Al garvians hol di ng
down his kingdomwith a hand of iron, he hungered for nore. The Sibian exiles
fighting out of Lagoas were anong the fiercest, nost determ ned foes the

Al garvi ans had.

But what a nan wanted and what he got were not always, or even very often, one
and the sane. Cornelu had | earned that painful lesson all too well. For this
foray, he carried not one but two crystals. Making sure he'd chosen the one
attuned to the Lagoan Adniralty, he nurnured the activating charmhe'd | earned
by rote and spoke into it: "Of the coast of Valnmiera. No vessels visible.
Proceeding with second plan." He'd al so | earned the phrases by rote. Lagoan
was related to Sibian, but not too closely: its granmar was sinplified, and it
had borrowed far nore words from Kuusaman and cl assi cal Kauni an than had his
native tongue.

In the crystal, he saw the image of a Lagoan naval officer. Lagoan uniforns
wer e darker, nore sonber, than the sea-green he'd worn while serving Sibiu.
The Lagoan said, "Good luck with second plan. Good hunting with first." He'd
evidently been briefed that Sibiu spoke his |anguage inmperfectly. After a
snmall flare of light, the crystal returned to bl ankness.

The leviathan twisted in the water to catch a squid. Cornelu didn't let the
notion disturb himas he replaced the first crystal in its oil ed-1eather case
and drew out the second one fromits.

Again, he murnured an activation charm He spoke this one with nuch nore
confidence. It was in Algarvian, and Al garvian and Si bian were as cl osely
related to each other as a couple of brothers, closer even than Val nieran and
Jel gavan. He didn't know how the Lagoans had cone by an Al garvian crystal
taken it froma captured dragonflier, perhaps, or brought it back fromthe
land of the Ice People, fromwhich Mezentio's nen had been expell ed.

However they'd got it, he had it now He didn't speak into it, as he had into
the one attuned to the Admiralty. Al he did was listen, to see what
emanations it would pick up fromother Al garvian crystals aboard nearby ships
or on the mainl and.

For a while, he heard nothing. He cursed again, this time not under his
breath. He hated the idea of going back to Setubal w thout having acconpli shed
anything. He'd done it before, but he still hated it. It seened a waste of an
i nportant part of his life.

And then, faint in the distance, he caught one Al garvian tal king to another



"-cursed son of a whore slipped through our fingers again. Do you suppose his
sister really is tipping hin"

"Not a chance- you think she's not watched?" the second Al garvian replied.
"No, sonebody slipped up, that's all, and won't admt it."

"Maybe. Maybe." But the first Al garvian didn't sound convinced. Along with the
crystals, Cornelu had along a slate and a grease pencil. He scribbled notes on
the conversation. He had no idea what it neant. Soneone back in Setubal m ght.

After sunset, sea and sky and | and went dark. As the Lagoans doused | anps to
keep Al garvian dragons fromfinding targets, so Mezentio's nen nade sure

Val niera offered nothing to beasts flying up fromthe south. Cornelu found
hinsel f yawning. He didn't want to sleep; he'd have to orient hinself again
when he woke, for his leviathan would surely go wandering after food.

A fish | eaped out of the sea and spl ashed back into the water. The tiny
creatures on which fish fed glowed in alarmfor a nonent, then faded. Cornelu
yawned agai n. He wondered why people and other animals slept. What earthly
good did it do? Nothing he could see.

H s captured Al garvian crystal started picking up emanati ons again. A couple
of Mezentio's soldiers- Cornelu gradually realized they were brothers or close
cousi ns- were conparing notes about their Valnieran girlfriends. They went
into richly obscene detail. After listening for a while, Cornelu wasn't sleepy
anynore. He didn't take notes on this conversation; he doubted the Lagoan

of ficers who eventually got his slate would be anused.

"Ch, aye, she ainms her toes right at the ceiling, she does," one of the
Al garvi ans said. The ot her one |laughed. Cornelu started to | augh, too, but
choked on his own mirth. Back in Tirgoviste town, sone Al garvian whore-hounds
like these two had seduced his wife. He wondered if Costache would present him
with a bastard to go with his own daughter if he ever got back there again.
Then he wondered how he woul d ever get back to Tirgoviste- or why he woul d

want to.

Along with frustrated lust, frustrated fury made sure he woul dn't fall asleep
right away. At last, to his relief, the two Al garvians shut up. He lay atop
his I eviathan's back, rocking gently on the waves. The |eviathan mi ght have
been dozing, or so he thought till it chased town and caught a good-sized
tunny. He liked tunny's flesh hinmself, but baked in a pie with cheese, not raw
and wriggling.

Maybe t he chase changed the emanations that reached his crystal. In any case,
a new Al garvi an voice spoke out of it: "Everything ready with this new
shipnment? Al the ley lines south cleared?”

"Aye, " anot her Al garvian answered. "W' ve been | eaning on the cursed bandits
who make life such a joy. Nothing will go wong this tine."

"It had better not," the first voice said. "W haven't got any Kaunians to
spare. W haven't got anything to spare, not here we don't. Everything gets
sucked west, over to Unkerlant. If we don't bring this off now, powers above
only know when we'll get another chance, if we ever do."

Cornelu wote furiously. He wondered if the Lagoans back in Setubal would be
able to read his scraw. It didn't matter too nuch, as long as he was there
along with the notes. Mezentio's nmen were planning nurder, sonmewhere along the
sout hern coast of Val m era- nurder doubtless aimed across the Strait of
Val mi era at a Lagoan or Kuusaman coastal city.



Then a new voice interrupted the Al garvians: "Shut up, you cursed fools. The
emanations fromyour crystals are | eaking and soneone- aye, someone- is
listening to them™

If that wasn't a mage, Cornelu had never heard one. And the fell ow would be
doi ng everything he could to I earn who and, even nore inportant, where the
eavesdropper was. Quickly, Cornelu murrmured the charmthat took the crysta
down to dormancy again. That woul d make the Al garvian mage's work harder for
him Cornelu was tenpted to throw the crystal into the sea, too, but

refrai ned.

He did rouse the leviathan and send it swi nmng south again, as fast as it
woul d go. The sooner he got away fromthe Val mi eran coast, the tougher the
time Mezentio's mnions would have finding himand running himdown. He

gl anced up at the sky again. He woul d have troubl e spotting dragons, but
dragonfliers wouldn't enjoy |looking for his |eviathan, either

After a while, he activated the crystal that |linked himto Lagoas. The sane
of ficer as before appeared in it. Cornelu spoke rapidly, outlining what he'd
| earned- who coul d guess when the Al garvians m ght start slaying?

The Lagoan heard himout, then said, "WlIl, Commander, | daresay you've earned
your day's pay." A Sibian officer would have ki ssed hi mon both cheeks, even
if he was only an inmage in a crystal. Sonehow, though, he didn't nmind this
understated prai se, not tonight.

* * *

Skarnu had got out of the habit of sleeping in barns. But, having escaped the
| atest Algarvian attenpt to grab himin Ventspils, he'd gone out into the
country again. A farnmer risked his own neck by putting up a fugitive from what
t he redheads call ed justice.

“I'l'l help with the chores if you like," he told the man (whose name he
deliberately did not l[earn) the next norning.

"WII you?" The farner gave himan appraising | ook. "You know what you're
doi ng? You talk like a city man."

"Try me," Skarnu answered. "I feel guilty sitting here eating your food and
not hel ping you get nore."

"Well, all right." The farmer chuckled. "W'll see if you still talk the sane
way at the end of the day."

By the end of that day, Skarnu had tended to a flock of chickens, nucked out a
cow barn, weeded a vegetable plot and an herb garden, chopped firewod, and
mended a fence. He felt worn to a nub. Farmwork always wore himto the nub
"How did | do?" he asked the nman who was putting himup

"I'"ve seen worse," the fellow all owed. He glanced at Skarnu out of the corner
of his eye. "You've done this before a time or two, | do believe."

"Who, nme?" Skarnu said, as innocently as he could. "I"'mjust a city man. You
said so yourself."

"I said you talked |like one," the farmer answered, "and you cursed well do.
But 1'Il shit a brick if you haven't spent sonme tinme behind a plow " He waved
a hand. "Don't tell me about it. | don't want to hear. The less | know, the
better, on account of the stinking Algarvians can't rip it out of me if it's
not there to begin with."



Skarnu nodded. He'd | earned that |esson as a captain in the Val meran arny.
Al the stubborn men- and women- who kept up the fight against Al garve in
occupi ed Valmera had learned it somewhere. The ones who couldn't learn it
were nostly dead now, and too many of their friends with them

Supper was bl ack bread and hard cheese and sour cabbage and ale. In Priekule
before the war, Skarnu would have turned up his nose at such sinple fare. Now,
with the relish of hunger, he ate enornously. And, with the relish of
exhaustion, he had no trouble falling asleep in the barn

Lanternlight in his face woke himin the mddle of the night. He started to
spring to his feet, grabbing for the knife at his belt. "Easy," the farner
said frombehind the lantern. "It's not the stinking redheads. It's a friend."

Wthout letting go of the knife, Skarnu peered at the nan with the farner.
Slow y, he nodded. He'd seen that face before, in a tavern where irregulars
gathered. "You're Zarasai," he said, nam ng not the nman but the southern town
from which he'd cone.

"Aye." "Zarasai" nodded. "And you're Pavilosta." That was the village nearest
the farm where Skarnu had dwelt with the wi dow Merkel a.

"What's so inmportant, it won't wait till sunup?" Skarnu asked. "Are the
Al garvians a junp and a half behind you, hot on ny trail again?"

"No, or they'd better not be," "Zarasai" answered. "It's nore inportant than
that."

More inportant than my neck? Skarnu thought. What's nore inportant to ne than
nmy neck? "You'd better tell me," he said.

And "Zarasai" did: "The Al garvians, powers bel ow eat them are shipping a
caravanl oad- maybe nore than one caravanl oad; | don't know for sure- of
Kauni ans from Forthweg to the shore of the Strait of Valmera. You know what
that neans."
"Slaughter." Skarnu's stomach did a slow lurch. "Slaughter. Life energy. Magic
ainmed at... Lagoas? Kuusano?"

"We don't know," answered the other |eader of Val meran resistance. "Against
one of themor the other, that's sure.”

"What can we do to stop it?" Skarnu asked.
"I don't know that, either," "Zarasai" replied. "That's why |I cane for you-
you're the one who nanaged to get an egg under a |ley-line caravan full of
Kauni ans from Forthweg one of the other tinmes the stinking Al garvians tried
this. Maybe you can help us do it again. Powers above, | hope so."

"I'"l'l do whatever | can," Skarnu told him Wen he'd buried that egg on the
ley Iine not far from Pavil osta, he hadn't even known the Al garvians woul d be
shi ppi ng a caravanl oad of captives to sacrifice. But the egg had burst

regardl ess of whether he'd known that particular caravan was comi ng down the
ley line. Now his fellows in the shadow fight agai nst King Mezenti o thought he
could work rmagic twice when he hadn't really done it once. I'Il try. | have to

try.

"Cone on, then," the irregular told him "Let's get noving. W have no tine to
waste. |f the redheads get themto a captives' canp, we've |lost."



Skarnu paused only to pull on his boots. "I'mready," he said, and bowed to
the farmer. "Thanks for putting me up. Now forget you ever saw ne."

"Saw who?" the farnmer said with a dry chuckle. "I never saw nobody."

A carriage waited outside the barn. Skarnu clinbed up into it, picking bits of
straw of f hinself and yawni ng again and again. "Zarasai" took the reins. He
drove with practiced assurance. Skarnu asked, "Wich ley line will the
redheads be using?"

Soundi ng slightly enbarrassed, the other man replied, "W don't quite know.
They' ve been acting busy at three or four different places down along the
coast, running a caravan to this one, then another to that one, and so on
They're getting sneakier than they used to be, the miserable, stinking
whor esons. "

"We've caused 'em enough trouble to nake 'emrealize they have to be sneaky,"
Skarnu observed. "It's a conplinent, if you like." He yawned again, trying to
flog his sleepy wits to work. "Whatever they're doing with this sacrifice,
they think it's inportant. They've never put this nmuch work into trying to
fool us before."

"Zarasai" grunted. "I'mglad | cane for you. | hadn't thought of it |ike that.
| don't think anybody's thought of it like that." He flicked the reins to nake
the horse nove a little faster. "Doesn't nean | think you' re wong, on account
of | think you're right. Powers bel ow eat the Al garvians."

"Maybe they already have," Skarnu said, which kept his conpanion thoughtfully
silent for quite a while.

Had an Al garvian patrol come across the carriage, it would have gone hard for
the two irregulars, who were traveling far past the curfew hour. But

Mezentio's nen, and even the Val mi erans who hel ped themrun the occupied

ki ngdom were spread thin. Dawn was maki ng the eastern sky bl ush when
"Zarasai" drove into a village that nade Pavilosta look like a city beside it:
three or four houses, a tavern, and a blacksnmith's shop. He tied the horse in
front of one of the houses and got down fromthe carriage. Skarnu followed him
to the front door.

It opened even before "Zarasai" knocked. "Come in," a woman hissed. "Quick.
Don't waste any tine. W'l|l get the carriage out of sight."

Fanci er than a farmhouse, the place boasted a parlor. The furniture would have
been stylish in the capital just before the Six Years' War. Maybe it was stil
stylish here in the nmiddl e of nowhere. Skarnu didn't know about that. He
didn't have nuch of a chance to wonder, either, for his eye was drawn |ike
iron to a |l odestone in the direction of the half dozen crystals on the

el aborately carven table in the mddle of that parlor

"We can tal k al nbst anywhere in the kingdom" the worman said, not without
pride.

"Good," Skarnu said. "Just don't do too much of it, or you'll have the

Al garvians listening in." The woman nodded. Despite his words, Skarnu was

i npressed. Down on the farm near Pavilosta, he'd often wondered if his

pi n-pricks meant anything to the Al garvians, and if anyone else in Valniera
was doi ng anything against them Seeing with his own eyes how resistance
spread across the whole kingdomfelt very fine indeed.

"Zarasai " went back into the kitchen and returned with a couple of steam ng
nmugs of tea. He passed one on to Skarnu, waited till he'd sipped, and then



said, "All right- you're in charge. Tell us what to do, and we'll do it."

Maybe havi ng served as a captain fitted Skarnu to the role thrust on him
Havi ng wecked the one caravan didn't, as he knew too well. Doing his best to
think like a soldier, he said, "Have you got a map with ley |lines marked?
want to see the possibilities.”

"Aye," the woman said matter-of-factly, and pulled one fromthe bureau drawer.
Skarnu studied it. "If they're after Setubal again, they'll send the captives
to the canp by Dukstas, the one they used before when the Lagoans raided
them™"

The irregular from Zarasai nodded. "W figure that one's the nost |ikely.

They' d dearly love to serve Setubal as they served Yliharma. Al these other
canps are smaller and farther east. Setubal's the best target they've got. |
don't see that they'd want to hit Kuusano agai n and | eave Lagoas untouched. "

"No, | wouldn't think so, either," Skarnu agreed. But he frowned. "Dukstas is
t he obvi ous place to send the captives."

"OF course it is," "Zarasai" said. "That's why they're doing all these dances,
isn'"t it? -to keep us from seeing what's obvi ous, | nean."

"Maybe." Skarnu shrugged. "It could be, aye. But | just don't know. ..." He
cursed under his breath. "Can we try to sabotage the ley lines into all of
t hese canps?"

"We can try doing themall." The other irregul ar sounded dubi ous, and
expl ai ned why: "Odds are, sone of the people we send in will get caught.
They' ve got lots of soldiers and |ots of cursed Valmeran traitors guarding
the ley lines. They want to get these captives through, that's plain."
"That means sonmething really big," Skarnu said. "Setubal or... somnething
else." Hs frown turned into a scow. "Wat could be bigger than Setubal, if
they can bring it of f? But Setubal doesn't feel right to ne- do you know what
| nean?"

"It's your call,” the man from Zarasai answered. "That's why you're here."

"Al'l right." Skarnu nodded to the woman who did duty for a crystall omancer

"As much in the way of sabotage on every ley line we can reach that |eads to
one of those canps. I'mnot convinced the captives are going to Dukstas. Maybe
we' |l see where they are going when we seen which ley lines the redheads
defend hardest."

"Sabotage all the ley lines we can," the wonman repeated. "I shall pass the
word." Pass it she did, one crystal at a tine. Having given his orders, Skarnu
could only wait to see how things far away turned out. That was new for him
he'd been a captain before, aye, but never a general

Reports started com ng back around m dday, some fromraiders who had pl ant ed
eggs, others frombands that fail ed because their stretch of ley line was too
strongly protected. A couple of bands never reported back at all. Skarnu
worried about that. Eyeing the map, "Zarasai" said, "Well, the buggers won't
ship "eminto Dukstas, and that's flat."

"So it is." Skarnu felt a certain satisfaction hinself. A few hours later
word cane that the Al garvians had succeeded in noving the Kaunian captives
into a seaside canp, but one far, far to the east. He cursed, but nade the
best of things: "They nmay nanage sonething, but we kept them from doing their



wor st . "
Four

Fromthe dining roomof the hostel that had been run up in the w | derness of
sout heast ern Kuusano, Pekka | ooked out on bright sunlight shining off snow.
She took another bite of a grilled and salted mackerel. "Finally," she said in
cl assi cal Kauni an. "Decent weather for nore experinents.”

"“lI've seen bad weather," Ilmarinen said. "I don't know that |'ve ever seen
i ndecent weather. M ght be interesting.” Even in the classical |anguage, he
liked to twi st words back on thensel ves to see what happened.

Pekka gave hima sweet smile. "Any weather with you out init, Master, would
soon become indecent."

Si unti o coughed. Fernao chuckled. Il marinen guffawed. "That all depends on
whet her the experinment goes up or down," he said.

Siunti o coughed again, nore sharply this tinme. "Let us please renenber the
hi gh seriousness of the work in which we are engaged," he said.

"Way?" Il marinen asked. "The work will go on just the sane either way. W'l
have more fun if we have nore fun, though."

"We are also nore likely to nake a mistake if we take things lightly," Siuntio
said. "Considering the forces we are trying to mani pul ate, a m stake woul d be
somet hing | ess than desirable.™

"Enough, " Pekka said before the elderly and distingui shed nmages could get any
further into their school boy bickering. "One of the m stakes we nmake is
ar gui ng anong oursel ves."

"Quite right." Siuntio nodded, then shook a finger in Ilmarinen's direction
"You should pay attention to Mstress Pekka's wi sdom for she-"

Now Fernao coughed. "It pains ne to tell you this, Master Siuntio," he said in
his careful Kaunian, "but you are still arguing."

"I an®?" Siuntio sounded astoni shed. Then he seened to consider. "Wy, so
am" He dipped his head to Fernao. "My thanks for pointing it out; | confess
hadn't noticed."

Pekka believed him He was just the sort of man who m ght do such a thing

wi t hout paying nuch attention to what he was doi ng. She said, "Wen we go out
today- or tonorrow, if we do not get the chance to do it today- we have to
rem nd the secondary sorcerers to bend every effort to keeping all the aninmals
hale while we performthe primary incantations. Having one of the rats in the
younger group die before the spell was conplete ruined a day's work and nore."

"As opposed to ruining a good part of the landscape," || marinen said.

"W have al ready done that," Pekka said. "Even after the blizzards cone and
pour snow over the latest hole in the ground, you can still see the scars of
what we have done." She shook her head. "And to think all this started with an
acorn di sappearing."”

"More than an acorn di sappeari ng nowadays," Fernao said, "but that will be the
experiment the textbooks of the future mention."

"Text books,"” Il marinen said with the scorn of a man who'd witten a good many.



"The permanent written record of what the world doesn't renenber quite the
right way."

"I want to go out to the site," Pekka said. "I want to go into the bl ockhouse
and cast the spells. W have cone so far now. W need to go on."

"We need to pluck nore fresh, green grass fromthe latest crater,” |l marinen
said, throwing oil on the fire. "W need to see what we can do about that, and
we need to see if anything smarter than a blade of grass can cone through
unchanged." He eyed Fernao, then shook his head. "No, you wouldn't nake a
proper experinental subject there."

"True," Fernao agreed inperturbably. "I amnot green."

Il mari nen | ooked wounded at havi ng provoked no warner response. Pekka pushed
her plate toward the center of the table and stood up. "Let us go out to the
bl ockhouse, " she said. "Let us see if we can keep from snappi ng one another's
heads off while we go."

As usual, she rode in the sleigh with Fernao. Part of that was deference to
the two senior sorcerers. Part of it was that the two younger mages had nore
in common with each other than either did with Siuntio or Il marinen. Sone
smal| part of it was slowy growi ng pleasure in each other's conpany.

The bl ockhouse had had new work done on it since the experinments began, to
make it stronger and better able to withstand the energi es the nmages rel eased.
Even so, the secondary sorcerers set up the rows of aninmal cages nore than
twice as far fromthe little reinforced hut as they had when the series of
spells started.

"Well, let's get on with it," Ilmarinen said when they were assenbled in the
bl ockhouse. "Wth any luck at all, we can drop this whole corner of the island
into the sea. In a few weeks, who knows? Maybe we'l|l nanage the whol e island."

One of the secondary sorcerers said, "May it please you, Masters, M stress,
the aninmals are ready."

He spoke in Kuusaman. When he started to repeat hinself in classical Kaunian
for Fernao's benefit, the Lagoan nage said, "Never mind. | understand."

I n Kauni an, Pekka said, "Your Kuusaman has a noticeabl e Kajaani accent."

"Does it?" Fernao said. "I wonder why that would be." They smiled at each
ot her.

"To business, if you please," Siuntio said.

"Aye. To business," Pekka agreed. She took a deep breath, then intoned the
words with which a nage of her blood prefaced every mmjor sorcerous operation:
"Before the Kauni ans cane, we of Kuusanp were here. Before the Lagoans cane,
we of Kuusanp were here. After the Kauni ans departed, we of Kuusanbp were here.
We of Kuusanp are here. After the Lagoans depart, we of Kuusano shall be
here.”

Siuntio and Il marinen both nodded; they'd used that ritual far |onger than
she'd been alive. One of Fernao's eyebrows rose. He had to know what the words
were, what they neant. Did he believe them as the Kuusaman sorcerers did?
That was bound to be a different question

Ri tual compl ete, Pekka gl anced to the secondary sorcerers. They nodded: they
were ready to support the experinental aninals and to transmt the nagecraft



so it had its proper effect. Pekka took another deep breath. "I begin."

She had not got nore than half a dozen lines into the newy revised and
strengt hened spell- not nearly far enough to land in serious trouble for

st oppi ng- when her head suddenly canme up and she | ooked away fromthe text
she'd been reading. "Something's wong," she said, first in her own | anguage,
then in classical Kaunian.

Siuntio and Fernao both frowned; whatever it was that had di sturbed her, they
didn't sense it. But Ilnarinen's head was up and swinging this way and that,
too, the expression on his face one that m ght have been a wolf's when it
feared a hunter close hy.

And then, as that wary old wolf mght have, he took a scent. "The Al garvians!"
he said harshly. "Another slaughter."

This time, Siuntio nodded. His eyes went very wi de, w der than Pekka had ever
seen them w der than she'd thought a Kuusaman's eyes could get. White showed
all around his irises. He said the three worst words Pekka coul d i nagi ne j ust
then: "Ainmed at us."

Pekka gasped. She felt it, too, the horrid sense of potent nurder-powered
magi ¢ not so far away. She and Siuntio and Il marinen had been in Yliharm when
Mezentio's nages attacked the capital of Kuusanp. That had been bad, very bad.
She hadn't thought anything could be much worse. But she'd been wong. Now she
found out how w ong.

As he usually did, Siuntio had the right of it: this tinme, the stolen life
energy of those Kaunian captives was hurled straight at the bl ockhouse, a
deadly dart of sorcerous force. The lanps flickered in a strange, rhythmnc
pattern. Then the walls started to shake in the sane rhythm and then the
floor beneath Pekka's feet. The air felt hot and thick in her lungs. It tasted
of bl ood.

The paper on which her cantrip was witten burst into flames. One of the
secondary sorcerers screaned. Her hair had burst into flanes, too. A conrade
swaddl ed her head with a bl anket, but the flames did not want to go out.

"No!" Siuntio shouted, a battle cry that m ght have burst fromthe throat of a
man hal f his age. "By the powers above, no! You shall not have us! You shal
not!" He began what had to be a counterspell. Pekka had never inmagi ned such a
t hi ng- one determ ned nage, all alone, trying to withstand the massed m ght of
many, a mght magnified by nurder

Il marinen's voice joined Siuntio's a nonent |later. They were the finest
sorcerers of their generation. For an instant, just for an instant, Pekka,
marshaling in her mnd what she could do to aid their magecraft, thought they
m ght have fought the Algarvians to a standstill. But then the | anps went out
al t oget her, plunging the bl ockhouse into darkness. Wth a shriek of bursting
timbers, the roof fell in. Something hit Pekka in the side of the head. The
dark went black, shot with scarlet.

She coul dn't have stayed sensel ess | ong. Wien she woke, she was lying in the
snow out si de the bl ockhouse- the burning bl ockhouse, for flanes crackled and
snmoke poured fromit. She tried to sit up, but the pounding pain in her head
got worse. Her eyes didn't want to focus. The world seened to spin. So did her
guts. She | eaned over and was violently sick in the snow.

Sonmewhere not far away, llnarinen et out a string of horrible curses in
Kuusaman, Kauni an, and Lagoan all m xed together. "Go after him you fool s!"
he bellowed. "Go after himl Go on, powers below eat you all! He's worth nore



than the | ot of you put together. Get himout of there!"

Pekka tried again to sit. This tinme, nmoving ever so slowy and carefully, she
managed it. |l marinen and Fernao both stood by the bl ockhouse. Fernao was
shouting, too, in Kaunian when he renenbered and in inconprehensible Lagoan
when he didn't.

Ilmarinen tried to run into the burning building. One of the secondary
sorcerers grabbed himand pull ed himback. He stuck an el bow into the man's
belly and broke free. But two other nmen seized himbefore he could do what he
so plainly wanted to.

Fernao turned to himand said sonething Pekka didn't catch. Ilnarinen's
shoul ders sagged. He seened to shrink in on hinmself. In that nonent, for the
very first tinme, he | ooked his age, with another twenty years tacked on

besi des.

Pekka grubbed up sone snow well away from where she'd vonmited and used it to
rinse the vile taste fromher nmouth. The notion drew the notice of the other
two theoretical sorcerers. They both cane over to her, Fernao maki ng sl ow
going of it with the one stick he'd nmanaged to bring out into the open

"What - what happened?" The banality of the question shaned Pekka, but it was
t he best she coul d do.

"The Al garvians nmust have noticed the sorcerous energy we were releasing in
our experinents," Fernao answered. "They decided to put a stop to them" He
had a cut above one eye, a shiner, and another cut on his cheek, and appeared
to notice none of them

Il mari nen added, "Rather |ike stepping on a cockroach with a nountain. Powers
above, they're strong when they want to be. Curse themall. Curse them
forever." Tears froze hal fway down his cheeks.

Trying to make her battered brains think at all, Pekka asked, "Were's Master
Si unti 0?" Neither mage answered. Fernao | ooked back toward the burning

bl ockhouse. Il marinen started cursing again. Mre tears flowed and froze.
Pekka gul ped, a heartsickness far worse than the poundi ng her body had taken.
Si unti o- gone? Now, when they needed himnore than ever?

Gimy, Ilmarinen said, "There shall be a reckoning. Aye, by the powers above,
there shall be a reckoning indeed."

* * *

Fernao sat in the dining roomof the small hostel in the Kuusaman wi | der ness.

When he lifted a finger, a serving woman brought hima new gl ass of brandy.

d asses he'd already enptied crowded the table in front of him No one said a
word about it. Kuusanmans often nourned their dead with spirits. If a foreigner
wanted to do |ikewi se, they would et him

Presently, | shall fall asleep. Fernao thought with the false clarity of a man
al ready drunk and getting drunker. Then they will carry nme upstairs, the way
they carried Il marinen upstairs half an hour ago.

He was surprised and proud he'd outl asted the Kuusaman nmage. But |l nmarinen had
thrown hinself into his binge with a frightening enthusiasm as if he didn't
care whether he canme out the other side. He'd known Siuntio for nore than
fifty years. In their mnds, they'd both gone places no one else in the world
could reach till they showed the way. No wonder Il narinen drank as if he'd

| ost a brother, nmaybe a tw n.



Fernao reached for the new gl ass- reached for it and mssed. "Hold still," he
told it, and tried again. This tine, he not only captured it, he raised it to
hi s nout h.

Even if his body didn't want to obey him his wits still worked after a
fashion. What will | be like tonmorrow norning? he wondered- a truly
frightening thought. He drank sonme nore to drown it. Part of himknew that
woul dn't hel p. He drank anyway.

He' d al nost enptied the gl ass when Pekka stepped into the dining room Seeing
him she came his way. She wal ked slowy and carefully. She'd taken a nasty
whack when the bl ockhouse canme down in ruin, and her head had to hurt even
nore now than his would come norning.

"May | join you?" she asked.

"Aye. Please do. | am honored." Fernao renmenbered to answer in classica
Kauni an, not Lagoan, which she didn't speak. He stopped just before he ran

t hrough t he whol e passi ve conjugation of the verb to honor: you are honored,
he/ she/it is honored, we...

"l wondered if | would see Master |l marinen here," Pekka said.

"He went belly-up a while ago," Fernao answered.
"Ah." Pekka nodded. "They understood each other, those two. | wonder if anyone
el se did."

That so closely paralleled Fernao's thought, he tried to tell her of it. H's
tongue tripped over itself and wouldn't let him "I amsorry, mlady," he
said. "You see ne... not at ny best." He knocked back his brandy and signal ed
for another.

"You need not apol ogi ze, not here, not now," Pekka said. "I would drink to the
dead, too, but the healers gave me a decoction of poppy juice and told nme |
must not take spirits with it."

The serving wonman brought Fernao a fresh brandy, then gl anced a question at
Pekka. Ever so slightly, the Kuusaman nage shook her head. The servi ng wonan
went away. "Wich decoction?" Fernao asked. What with his injuries down in the
| and of the Ice People, he'd become something of an expert on the anodynes
made from poppy sap

"It was yellow and tasted nasty," Pekka answered.
"Ah, the yellow one."” Part of Fernao's nod was drunken gravity, part
renmenbering. "Aye. Conpared to sonme of the others, it |eaves your wits fairly
clear.”

"Then the others nust be ferocious," Pekka said. "I thought ny head woul d
float away. Considering howit felt, | hoped ny head would float away. Sone of
the drug has worn of f since." Her grinmace showed she wished it hadn't. She
bri ght ened when she added, "I can take nore soon."

For Fernao, the yellow decoction had been a | ong and wel cone step back toward
the real world; he'd been taking nore potent m xtures before. For Pekka,
plainly, it was a |long and wel cone step out of the real world.

After a little while, she said, "One of the secondary sorcerers told nme you
dragged ne out of the bl ockhouse. Thank you."



"I wish | could have carried you." Abrupt fury filled Fernao's voice. "If |
could have noved faster, | mght have got you out and then gone back in and
got Siuntio, too, before the fire spread too badly. If..." He knocked back the

brandy. In spite of it, his hand shook as he set down the enpty gl ass.

Pekka said, "Had you been standing closer to himthan to nme, you woul d have
taken himfirst, and then you would have tried to cone back for ne." She
reached into her belt pouch and took out a bottle full of the yell ow decoction
and a spoon. "It is not quite time for ny dose yet, but | do not care. | do
not wish to think about that." Fernao would have taken nore, but he was bigger
t han she.

The serving wonman appeared at his el bow He hadn't noticed her cone up. There
were a good nmany things he wasn't noticing right now "WII | get you anot her,
sir?" she asked.

"No, thank you," he said, and she went away agai n.
"How badly are we set back?" Pekka said.

Fernao shrugged. "I think they are still sorting things out. Sooner or |later
we shall have answers."

"Answers of a sort," Pekka said. "But we shall never again have Master
Siuntio's answers, and there are none better." She sighed, but then her

pai n-and grief-lined face softened. "The decoction works quickly. | can forget
for alittle while that ny head belongs to ne."

"l know about that," Fernao said. "Believe me, | know about that." He also
knew he woul d wi sh for sonme of the yellow liquid- or naybe one of the stronger
ones- in the norning. He would wish for it, but he wouldn't borrow any from
Pekka. After so |long taking decoctions of one color or another, he'd had to
get over a craving for poppy juice. He didn't want to bring it back to life.
He hoped he woul d remenber that when he went from drunk to hung over

Pekka said, "What will we do without Siuntio? How can we go on without hin? He
made this field what it is today. Everyone el se walks in his footsteps- except
Il mari nen, who wal ks around them and pi sses in them whenever he sees the
chance. "

Fernao woul d have | aughed at that even sober. Drunk, he thought it the

funni est thing he'd ever heard. He | aughed and | aughed. He | aughed so hard, he
had to put his head down on the table. That proved a m stake, or at |east the
end of his evening. He never heard hinself starting to snore.

He never knew how he got into his bed, either. Mst likely, the servitors
carried himup, as they'd carried up Il marinen. Fernao couldn't have proved
it. For all he could prove, it mght as readily have been cockroaches or

dr agons.

Whoever had done it, he wished they'd thrown himon the rubbish heap instead.
H s head pounded even worse than he'd thought it woul d. The wan sunshi ne of
wi nter in southern Kuusano seened as bright as the Zuwayzi desert; he had to
squint to see at all. By the taste in his nouth, he'd been sleeping in a
latrine trench

He felt of hinself, and nade at | east one happy discovery. "Powers above be
praised, | didn't piss the bed," he said. Then he winced again. H s voice
m ght have been a raven's, a very loud raven's, harsh croak



Hol ding his head with his free hand, he linped into the commpde with one
crutch. Along with a water closet, it also boasted a cold-water tap. He

spl ashed water on his face. He cleaned his teeth. After rinsing his nouth, he
took a couple of sips of water. Even that was al nost too nuch for his poor
abused stomach. He thought he'd be sick right there. Sonehow, he wasn't.

Groani ng- and trying not to groan, because the noise hurt his head- he |inped
back to bed. He felt better than he had before he got up, which neant he was
no | onger actively wishing he were dead. He lay there for a while. Quiet and
with his eyes closed, he did his best to wait out the hangover.

Again, he didn't notice drifting off. This time, he fell into sonething close
to real sleep, not sodden unconsci ousness. He woul d have sl ept |onger, but
soneone tapped on his door. The taps weren't very loud- except to his ears. He
sat up, and winced. "W is it?" he asked, and wi nced again.

"I." Pekka's voice canme through the door. "May |I cone in?"

"l suppose so," Fernao answer ed.

The door opened. Pekka carried a tray to his bedside. "Here," she said
briskly. "Half a raw cabbage, chopped. And a nug of cranberry juice with a
slug- a small slug- of spirits mxed in. Eat. Drink. You will be better for
it."

"WIIl I?" Fernao said dubiously. His own countrymen used fruit juice |aced
with spirits to fight the norning after, but cabbage was a renmedy new to him
He didn't rmuch feel like eating or drinking anything, but had to admit hinself
i mproved after he did.

Pekka saw as nmuch. "You will do," she said. "Il nmarinen is worse, but he wll
do, too."

In an odd way, Fernao found hinself agreeing with her. He would do. "How are
you?" he asked, knowi ng sudden sharme that he'd let her serve him "You are the
one who is truly hurt. This" -he patted his own forehead- "this will be

nothing at all in a few hours. But you have real injuries.”

"My head hurts," Pekka said matter-of-factly. "I have a little trouble
remenbering things. | would not want to try to work magic right now | do not
think it is the yellow decoction. | think you are right. | think it is the

blow to the head. As with you, tine will set it right. Wth the yellow Iiquid,
it is not too bad."

He suspected she was making |ight of what had happened to her. If she wanted
to do that, he wouldn't chall enge her; he honored her courage. There was
somet hing he'd nmeant to tell her the night before. He was surprised he
recalled it. He was surprised he recalled anything fromthe night before. But
he realized nowthat it didn't matter. He couldn't say what he'd neant to,
anyhow.

Pekka went on, "Al kio and Raahe and Piilis will be coming here now You will
know of them if you do not know them"

"I met themin Yliharma," Fernao said. "Good theoretical sorcerers, al

three. "

"Aye." Pekka nodded carefully. "And the first two, husband and wife, work very
wel | together. Add up the three of themand they are... not too far from
Siuntio."



"May it be so." Fernao wondered if three good mages could match one towering
geni us.

"And now, the Seven Princes will give us everything we need or m ght need or

i magi ne we need," Pekka said. "If we have done enough to alarmthe Al garvians,
to make them stri ke at us, we nust be doing sonething worthwhile- or so the
Princes think. This assault may prove the greatest m stake Mezentio' s nages
ever made."

"May it be so," Fernao repeated.

"And Siuntio saved us," Pekka said. "He and Il marinen- had they not resisted
as best they could, we would all have died in the bl ockhouse." Fernao could

only nod at that. Pekka rose and picked up the tray. "I will not disturb you
anynore. | hope you feel better soon."
"And you," he called as she left the room No, he couldn't very well tell her

she'd made one snmall m stake. When the Al garvians assail ed the bl ockhouse out
in the wilderness, he'd been several strides closer to Siuntio than to her
But he'd turned one way, done one thing, and not the other... and now he and
everyone el se, everyone save poor Siuntio, would have to live with the
consequences of that.

* * *

Before he'd got blazed, Mjor Spinello had served in southern Unkerlant. Now
he'd been sent to the north of King Swermel's realm He found he | oathed this
part of the kingdom at |east as nuch as he'd despi sed the other

Bl i zzards seened | ess common here, but cold, driving rain went a | ong way
toward making up for them Mst of his reginment was holed up in alittle town
called Wiezen, with the rest on a picket |Iine west of the place. Nothing
woul d be coming at them quickly, not today- and not tonorrow or the next day,
either. Here in the north, the nuddy season |asted nost of the winter

Natural ly, Spinello had comandeered the finest house in Wiezen as his own.
It had probably belonged to the firstman of the place, but he'd | ong since
fled. Spinello turned to his seniornost conpany commander, a dour captain
naned Turpino, and said, "How do we give the Unkerlanters a good boot in the
bal | s?"

"We wait till the ground dries out, and then we outmaneuver them"™ Turpino
answered. "Sir."

Spinell o hopped in the air in annoyance. "No, no, no!" he exclainmed. "That
isn't what | nmeant. How do we boot 'emin the balls now?"

Tur pi no, who was several inches taller than he, |ooked down his nose at him
"We don't," he said. "Sir."

Spinello carefully didn't notice how slow Turpino was with the title of
respect. "Do Swemmel's nen think we can't do anything in this nmess, too?" he
dermanded.

"OfF course they do," Turpino answered. "They're no fools.
wasn't sure the sane applied to his superior officer

By his tone, he

"I'f they think it can't be done, that's the best argunent in the world for
doing it," Spinello said. "Now we have to consi der ways and neans."

"Excellent." Turpino gave hima stiff bow "If you transformour soldiers into



wor ns, they can crawl through the nmud and take the Unkerl anters by surprise
conm ng at them from behind."

If | transformny troopers into worns, you'll be a bl oodsucking | eech
Spinell o thought resentfully. "Wth the south in chaos, we ought to keep
nmovi ng forward here in the north.”

"I'f the noves serve sonme strategic purpose, certainly," Turpino said.

Spi nell o snapped his fingers to show what he thought of strategic purpose.
Part of himknew the gloony captain had a point of sorts. The rest, the bigger
part, craved action, especially after so long flat on his back. He said,
"Anything that throws the foe into confusion and either forces himback or
forces himto shift troops here serves a strategi c purpose, would you not
agree?"

Captain Turpino's face was a closed book. "I would rather answer a specific
guestion than a hypothetical one."

It was as polite a way of saying, You won't ask nme a specific question
because you haven't got a real plan, as any Spinello had heard. If Turpino
hadn't irked him he nmight have admred the other officer. Instead, snhapping
his fingers again, he said, "Wat are the dominant features of the terrain at
the present tinme, Captain?"

"Rain," Turpino answered at once. "Mud."

"Very good." Spinello bowed and nade as if to applaud. "And how do we get
around in the nud, pray?"

"Mostly we don't." Turpino's responses were getting shorter and shorter

Wth anot her bow sooner or later, Turpino would have to | ose his tenper-
Spinello said, "Let me try a different question. How do the Unkerlanters get
around in the rain?" He held up a forefinger. "You needn't answer- | already
know. They have t hose hi gh-wheel ed wagons with the round bottons that m ght
al nost be boats. |f anything noves, those wagons do."

"M serable little things." Turpino's lip curled. "They don't hold nuch."
"But what they do hold noves," Spinello said. "If we can get our hands on a
hundred of them Captain, we can nove, too. And the Unkerlanters wll never
expect us to use those nmiserable little things." He didn't quite mmnic
Turpino's tone, but he canme close. "Wat do you think?"

Turpi no grunted. "Aye, we mght nove,"
of a hundred of them Sir."

he said at last. "If we could lay hold

By the way he sounded, he didn't think the reginment could do it. Spinello
grinned at him "You will provide the wagons for the regiment, Captain. You
have four days. Gather them here, and we shall go west. Qtherw se, we hold in
pl ace. "

This time, Turpino didn't say anything. O course he didn't. Spinello had
given himan order he disliked. If he failed to carry it out, nothing nuch
woul d happen to the reginment or to him

Spinello's grin got wider. "If that attack goes in, ny dear fellow, | intend
tolead it in person. If I fall, the reginent is yours, at least for the tine
being. | can't prom se you a pretty blond Kauni an popsy |ike the one |I enjoyed

back in Forthweg, but isn't that the next best thing?"



Turpino still didn't smle. He was far nore staid than nmost of his countrymen.
Al he said was, "I'll see what | can do."

Four days later, 131 wagons cl ogged the nuddy streets of Wiezen. "Commendabl e
initiative, Captain,"” Spinello renarked.

"Incentive," Turpino replied. "Sir."

"Now, |ads" -Spinello raised his voice to be heard through the rain-
"Swemel's nmen don't expect us to do a thing in this weather. And when we do
things the Unkerlanters don't expect, they break. You've seen it, |'ve seen
it, we've all seen it. So let's go give thema surprise, shall we?" He bl ew
his whistle. "Forward!"

Wher e anything el se woul d have bogged down in the thick nud, the wagons did go
forward. Along with commandeering them fromthe countryside, Captain Turpino
had al so made sure the regi nent had plenty of horses and nmules to draw t hem
He wanted the attack to go in after all. If it failed, and naybe even if it
succeeded, the regi nent woul d be his.

The rain hadn't eased. That cut Spinello's visibility dowm to yards, but he
didn't mind. If anything, it cheered him He knew where the Unkerlanters were.
This way, they wouldn't be able to see his men and hi m com ng

A few eggs, not many, burst out in front of the wagons. Here in the north, not
enough egg-tossers were stretched too thin along too nany niles of battle
line. Spinello hadn't even tried to get Turpino to gather themas he'd

gat hered the wagons. No one cared about funny-Iooking Unkerlanter wagons, but
every Al garvian officer jealously clutched to his bosomall the egg-tossers he
had.

One slow step after another, the horse pulled Spinello' s wagon forward. The
rest of the wagons churned their way west along the road and through the
fields to either side. Wth their tall wheels, they found bottom where any

Al garvian vehicle this side of a ley-line caravan woul d have bogged down.
Mucky wakes streaned out behind those wheels and sonetines behind the wagons,
too, as if they were on a river rather than what was supposed to be dry | and.

Sonebody up ahead shouted sonething at Spinello in a | anguage he didn't
understand. If it wasn't Unkerlanter, he would have been mightily surprised.
He shouted back, not in Algarvian but in classical Kaunian, in which he was
quite fluent. The odd sounds confused the fellow who' d chall enged him The
stranger shouted again, this time with a questioning note in his voice.

By then, Spinello's wagon had got close enough to let himsee the other man

an Unkerlanter, sure enough. It had al so got close enough to | et himblaze the
fellowin spite of the way the driving rain degraded his beam s performance.

H s stick went to his shoulder; his finger found the touch-hole. The

Unker| anter had been about to blaze at him too. Instead, he crunpl ed back
into his hole in the ground.

Spi nel l o whooped with glee. He blew his whistle again, a long, piercing blast.
"Forward!" he shout ed.

Forward they went. They knocked over a few nore pickets and then rolled toward
a peasant village about a quarter the size of Wiezen. A couple of Unkerlanter
sol diers canme out of the thatch-roofed huts and waved to them as they cane up
Spi nel l o | aughed out | oud. Swemmel's nmen thought they were the only ones who
knew what those wagons were good for



They soon di scovered their m stake. The Al garvi ans swarnmed out of the wagons
and through the village, making short work of the little Unkerlanter garrison
there. Before |ong, sone high-pitched screams rang out. That meant they'd
found worren, and were naking a different sort of short work of them

Spinello let themhave their fun for a little while, but only for alittle
whil e. Then he started bl owi ng his whistle again. "Conme on, my dears," he
shouted. "Finish themoff and let's get back to work. They're only ugly
Unkerl anters, after all- they're not worth keeping."

Once his nen, or nost of them were back in the wagons, the advance sl ashed
forward again. Not far west of the village, they cane upon three batteries of
Unker | anter egg-tossers. Again, they overran them w thout nmuch trouble. The
eneny didn't realize he was in danger till too late.

"Turn them around, boys, turn themaround," Spinello said, and his soldiers
fell to work with a will. "Let's drop sonme eggs on the heads of our dear
friends farther west."

Captai n Turpino squel ched up to him "You're not advanci ng any nore?" he
asked.
"I hadn't planned to," Spinello answered. "W've done what we cane to do,
after all. Go too far and Swenmel's nmen will bite back."

To his surprise, Turpino swept off his hat and bowed | ow. "Conmmand ne, sir!"
he excl aimed, his voice nore friendly, nore respectful, than Spinello had ever
heard it. "You've proved you know what you're doing."

"Have |?" Spinello said, and Turpino, still bareheaded, nodded. Spinello went
on, "Well then, put your hat back on before you drown." Turpino | aughed-

anot her first- and obeyed. Spinello asked him "Do you know anyt hi ng about
serving egg-tossers?"

"Aye, somewhat," the other officer replied.

"Good- you take charge of that business,"” Spinello said. "I'll nake sure the
Unkerl anters won't have an easy time throwi ng us back. | was down in Sulingen
I know all about field fortifications, by the powers above."

"Mm" Turpino grunted again. "Aye, you would, down there. How d you get out?"
Before Spinello could answer, the captain pointed to the wound badge on his
chest. "lIs that when you picked up your trinket?"

Spi nel |l o nodded. "Sniper got me a nonth or so before the Unkerlanters cut us
off, so they were able to fly me out and patch ne up." H's wave enconpassed
the ground the regi nent had taken. "Now we'll patch this place up and hold
onto it as long as we can- or else nmove forward again if we see the chance.™
Woul d Tur pi no argue agai n? No. The senior captain just saluted. If he was
happy, the rest of the officers in the regi mnent would be. To Spinello, that
mattered al most as much as taking a worthless village and sone egg-tossers
away from King Swemmel's men. He'd made the reginment his. Fromhere on out, it
woul d fol | ow wherever he |ed.

* * *

Cockroaches scuttled across the floor of Talsu's cell. He'd given up stonping
themnot long after his captors put himin there. He could have stonped night
and day and not killed themall. This one prison probably held as nany of them
as Jel gava hel d peopl e.



H s stomach grow ed. These past few days, he'd started getting tenpted to kil
t hem agai n rather than doing his best to ignore them They were food, or they
could be food if a man were desperate enough

Tal su didn't want to think he was that desperate. But the bow s of nush his
captors doled out didn't cone close to keeping himfed. H s body was consuni ng
itself. He didn't want to take off his tunic: his cell was anything but warm
But when he ran a hand along his ribs, he found themeasier to feel every day
as the flesh melted off him Mre and nore, he found hinself wondering what
the roaches tasted |i ke and whether he could get them down wi thout heaving
them up again a nmonent | ater

One day, the door to his cell came open at an hour when it usually stayed
cl osed. Three guards stood outside, all of themwth their sticks pointed at
him "Cone along with us,"” one of them said.

"Why?" Tal su asked. Mving at all seenmed nore trouble than it was worth.

But the guard strode in and backhanded hi m across the face. "Because | say so,
you stinking turd,"” he said. "You don't ask questions here, curse you. W ask
guestions." He sl apped Tal su again. "Now conme al ong."

Tasting blood froma split lip, Talsu cane. He feared he knew where they were
goi ng. After they'd taken two turns, he knew he was right. The Jel gavan
constabul ary captain hadn't grilled himfor a while. He wondered what sort of
tornments he woul d have to go through this tine, and whet her he would be able
to endure themw thout starting to nane nanes for the Al garvians' hound.

He was still half a corridor away fromthe captain's office when his nose
twitched. Hi s head cane up. It had been a long tine since he'd snelled roast
nmutton rather than the usual prison stinks. Spit flooded into his nouth. He
nmuttered under his breath, being careful not to say anything | oud enough to
draw the notice- and anger- of the guards. He'd only thought he knew how
hungry he was.

"Here he is, sir." The guards shoved himinto the office.
"Tal su son of Traku!" the constabulary captain exclained, as if greeting an
old friend. "How are you today? Sit down, why don't you?"

Astoni shingly, a chair waited for Talsu in front of the captain's desk. He
hadn't noticed it till the captain invited himto sit. He hadn't noticed it
because all his attention focused on the desk itself, and on the lovely |eg of
mutton sitting there along with olives and white bread and butter and green
beans cooked with little bits of bacon and a big carafe of wine red as bl ood.

"How are you today?" the constabul ary captain asked again as Talsu, |like a man
in a dream took his seat.

"Hungry," Tal su murnmured. He could hardly tal k- powers above, he could hardly
think- staring at all that wonderful food. "So hungry."

"Isn't that interesting?" the Jelgavan in Algarvian service replied. "And here
| was just sitting down to supper." He gestured to the guard who'd sl apped

Tal su around. "Pour this fellow sonme wine, will you? And sone for ne, too,
while you're at it."

Sure enough, two glasses stood by that carafe. The guard filled them both.

Tal su waited till he saw the constabulary captain drink before raising his own
glass to his lips. He realized that m ght not help. If the wi ne was drugged,
the captain mght already have taken an antidote. But Tal su couldn't resist



the tenptation. He took a long pull at the gl ass.

"Ahh," he said when he set it down. He m ght al nobst have been sighing with
longing for Gailisa, his wife. He smacked his |lips, savoring the sweetness of
the grape cut with the juices of lenmon and linme and orange in the usua

Jel gavan fashi on

Slowy, deliberately, the constabulary captain cut a slice fromthe |eg of
nmutton and set the nmeat on his plate. He took a bite, chewed with appetite,
and swal | oned. Then he | ooked up. His blue eyes, mld and frank, net Talsu's.
"Wwuld you... like to join nme for supper?" he asked.

"Aye!" The word was out of Talsu's nouth before he could call it back. He

wi shed he hadn't said it, but the constable would have known he was thinking
it even so.

"Pour himsone nore wine," the captain said. As the guard obeyed, the officer
hel ped hinself to green beans, ate an olive and spat the pit into the

wast epaper basket, and tore off a chunk of that |lovely white | oaf and spread
butter over it. He smiled at Talsu. "It's all very good."

Tal su didn't dare speak. He also didn't dare hurl hinself at the food on the
constabul ary captain's desk without pernission. No matter how hungry he was,
he feared what the guards would do to him But he had permission to drink the
wi ne. After the stale, nusty water he'd been getting, how fine it tasted!

Hal f starved as he was, it nounted straight to his head. Back in Skrunda, a
coupl e of glasses of wine wouldn't have mattered rmuch. Back in Skrunda,

t hough, he woul d have had enough to eat; he wouldn't have poured them down on
an enpty, an ever so enpty, stomach.

"Now then," the constabul ary captain said, "suppose you tell me the names of
the others who conspired with you agai nst King Miinardo back in Skrunda." He
took another bite of pink, juicy nutton. "If you want us to cooperate with
you, after all, you have to cooperate with us, ny friend." He swallowed the
bite. He'd never nissed a nmeal. Constabul ary captains never did.

"Cooperate." Tal su could hear how his own voice slurred. |Instead of nam ng
nanes, he said what was uppernost in his mnd: "Feed ne!"

"Al'l in good tine, ny friend; all in good tine." The constable took a bit of
bread. Butter left his |lips greasy, shiny, till he gently blotted themon a
snowy |inen napkin. At his gesture, the guard put an identical napkin on
Tal su's lap. Then the fell ow poured Tal su's wi neglass full once nore.

"I don't want..." But Talsu couldn't say that. He couldn't conme close to
saying that. He did want the wine. He wanted it with all his soul. Even it
made himfeel |less enpty inside. He drank quickly, fearful |est the guard
snatch the glass fromhis hand. Wen the glass was enpty again, he stared
ow ishly at the food

"It's very good," the constabulary captain renmarked. "Tell us a few nanes.
What's so hard about that? Once you' ve done it, you can eat your fill."

"Feed me first," Talsu whispered. It wasn't bargaining. At least, he didn't
think of it as bargaining. It was nmuch nore |ike pleading.

The captain nodded to the guard. But it wasn't the sort of nod Tal su had hoped
for. The guard sl apped hi magain, hard enough to make his head ring. He
dropped the wineglass. It fell on the floor and broke. "You don't tell us what
to do," the captain said in a voice like iron. "W tell you what to do. Have



you got that?" The guard belted hi m again.
Through swollen lips now bl eeding freely, Talsu munbl ed, "Aye."

"Well, good." The interrogator's tone softened. "I try to give you sonething
you m ght want, and what thanks do | get? What cooperation do | get? | mnust
say, you've disappointed ne, Talsu son of Traku."

"I"msure you don't disappoint the Al garvians," Talsu said. He hurt already.
He didn't think they'd make himhurt too nmuch worse.

They were about to do their best. The guards who'd brought himfromthe cel
grow ed and raised their arns to strike. But the constabulary captain raised
his arm too, hand open, palmout. "WAit," he said, and the guards stopped.

H s gaze swung back to Talsu. "I do nmy duty. | serve nmy king, whoever he nay
be. | served King Donalitu. Now | serve King M nardo. Should King Donalitu
return- which | do not expect- | would serve himagain. And he would want ny

services, for | amgood at what | do."

"I don't understand," Talsu nuttered. His notion of duty was loyalty to the
kingdom His interrogator seened to think it neant going on with his job no
matter whomit benefited: that the work was an end in itself, not a nmeans to
serving Jel gava. Tal su wi shed he thought the captain a hypocrite.
Unfortunately, he was convinced the man neant every word he said.

"You don't need to understand," the constabulary captain told him "Al you
need to do is give me the nanmes of others in Skrunda who are not favorably
inclined to the present authorities."

"I"ve told you before- Kugu the silversmth is the only one who ever said
anything like that to me," Tal su answered. "I'Il gladly denounce him"
"That, | fear, is not an adequate offer." The interrogator cut a bite of
mutton and offered it to Talsu on the tip of his knife. "Here. Maybe this wll
make you change your mind."

Tal su | eaned forward. He nore than half expected the officer to withdraw the

meat as he did so, but the man held it steady. He took the bite off the knife.
It was as good as he'd thought it would be. He chewed it as | ong as he coul d,

and then a little longer than that, but at |last he had to swall ow

When he did, the constabul ary captain handed himan olive. He ate it with the
same loving care he'd given the mutton. To show his thanks, he didn't spit the
pit back at the interrogator, but down on the floor by his chair. "Now " the
officer said, with the air of a man getting down to business, "do you suppose
you can come up with any nore nanes for ne? It would be a shane to nake ne eat
this whole | ovely supper by nyself."

Talsu's belly screaned for food- screaned all the | ouder now that it had a
tiny bit inside it. Wne nade his tongue freer, as the constabulary captain
nust have planned. But the wine didn't make his tongue run along the ley line
for which the interrogator had hoped. He said, "When the Al garvians ship you
west to cut your throat, do you think they'll care what you did for then"

That bl aze got hone. Just for a nmonment, Talsu saw fury in the constable's
eyes, fury and- fear? Whatever it was didn't stay there | ong. The interrogator
nodded to the guards. "You may as well go ahead, boys. It seens |'ve kept you
waiting too | ong already."

The guards did go ahead, and with a will. They had to manhandl e Tal su back to
his cell: by the time they'd finished, he couldn't put one foot in front of



the other. When they let go of him he lay on the floor while the door slamed
shut behind him Only later did he find the strength to craw to his cot.

A cockroach scuttled over him and then another. He | acked the energy to try
to mash themor to catch them Maybe | should have made up some names, he
t hought. They hadn't beat himup so badly the tinme before.

But then they'd own you, the way they own Kugu. That was doubtless true. The
way he hurt now, he had a hard tine caring.

* * *

Durrwangen was | ess battered than Sulingen had been. That was about as nuch as
Marshal Rathar would say for the city. Down in Sulingen, the Al garvians had
fought till they couldn't fight anynore. Here, they'd pulled out just before
his arm es surrounded them That neant sone buil dings renained intact.

He nade his headquarters in one of those. It had been a bank. By the tinme he
t ook possession of it, though, the vaults were enpty. Soneone, Al garvian or
Unkerl anter, was richer than he had been... if he'd lived to enjoy his wealth.

Along with General Vatran, Rathar studied a map tacked to the wall. Vatran was
in high spirits, as high as Rathar had ever seen him show. "W ve got the

whor esons, " Vatran booned. "By the powers above, they're on the run now |
never thought |1'd see the day, but | believe | do."

"I't could be," Rathar said. "Aye, it could be." That was as |large a display of
high spirits as he would allow hinself. No, not quite: when he reached out and
touched the map, he night have been caressing the soft, warmflesh of his

bel oved.

And he had reason to caress that map. Three Unkerlanter col ums pushed out
from Durrwangen, one to the east, one to the northeast toward the border of
the Duchy of Gelz, and one due north. The Al garvians weren't managi ng nuch
nore than a rear-guard fight against any of them

"Did | hear right?" Vatran asked. "Did the redheads cashier the general who
pull ed their soldiers out of here without orders?"

"That's what captives say," Rather answered. "|'d be amazed if they were
wrong. "

Vatran's chuckl e was wheezy. "Ch, aye, lord Marshal, so would I." Hi s bushy
white eyebrows flew upwards. "If one of our generals had done such a thing..

If one of our generals had done such a thing, he'd count hinself |ucky to get
cashiered. He'd count hinmself lucky just to |ose his head, he would. Sure as
sure, King Swenmel'd be pouring the water into a great big pot and stoking the
fire underneath it."

Rat har nodded. A good nany officers who'd failed to neet King Swenmel's
exacting requirenents were no |onger anong those present. Rathar had cone
close to seeing the inside of a stew pot a couple of tines hinself.

But when he | ooked at the map, he nmade a di scontented noi se. "That was a
stupid order: the one to hold Durrwangen at all costs, | mean. The redhead nmay
have paid with his job, but he saved an arny the Algarvians will be able to
use agai nst us sonmewhere else."

"Wuul d you have di sobeyed?" Vatran's voice was sly.

"Don't ask nme things like that," Rathar said irritably. "I'"mnot an Al garvian



and |"'mcursed glad I'mnot, too.

But he kept worrying at the question, as he might have at a bit of gristle
stuck between two back teeth. Mezentio gave his officers nore freedomto use
their judgment than did Swemmel, who trusted no one's judgnment but his own.
Not even the Al garvians, though, tolerated direct disobedience: the man who'd
retreat from Durrwangen had got the sack. And yet... Rathar studied the map
one nore time, trying to renmenber how things had been a few weeks before. He
couldn't make hinself believe that redhead had been w ong.

A commption in the street outside the plundered bank distracted him or
rather, he let it distract him not sonmething he usually did. Vatran, now,
Vatran |iked excitenent. "Let's see what's going on," he said, and Rathar
foll owed hi mout.

Men and worren pointed and hooted at three nen led up the street by soldiers
carrying sticks. "You're going to get it!" sonebody shouted at the
gl um | ooki ng men. Sonebody el se added, "Aye, and you'll deserve it, too!"

"Ch. Is this all?" Vatran | ooked and sounded di sappoi nt ed.

"Aye. Collaborators.” The word |eft a sour, nasty taste in Rathar's nouth.
He' d seen and heard of too nmany nen and wonen willing- even eager- to go al ong
with the Algarvian invaders. Things weren't so bad here as they were over in
Grelz, but they were bad enough. But when the Unkerlanters retook a town,
peopl e sonetines settled scores with enenies by calling them coll aborators.
He' d seen and heard of too nuch of that, too.

None of these men was crying out that he'd been wongly accused. Even the
guilty often did that. The silence here said these fellows had no hope of
bei ng bel i eved, which nmeant they nust have been in bed with the redheads.

Vatran must have been thinking along simlar lines, for he said, "CGood
ri ddance to bad rubbish. We nmight as well get back to work."

"Fair enough."” No one ever had to urge Rathar back to work tw ce.

Wien they returned, Vatran pointed to the map and said, "The more | | ook at
it, the worse the trouble Mezentio's nen are in."

"Here's hoping you're right." Rathar tapped the pins that showed how far the
col ums advanci ng out of Durrwangen had got. "What we have to do is, we have
to make sure we push the Al garvians back as far as we can before the spring
thaw gets this far south. Then we'll be properly set up for the battles this
sunmer . "

For two sumers in a row, King Swemmel had wanted to hit the Al garvians before
they hit him The first year, he'd flat-out failed; King Mezentio beat himto
t he punch. The second year, Vatran had | aunched an attack agai nst the redheads
south of Aspang- right into the teeth of their own building force. Attack al

t oo soon becane retreat.

This com ng sumrer... Rathar dared | ook ahead to the battles of this coning
sunmer wi th sonet hing approachi ng optinsm

And then Vatran said, "The other thing I wonder is what new sorceries the
Al garvian mages will cone up with."

That sank Rathar's optimsmas if it were an egg bursting on a fishing boat.
Wth an angry grunt, the marshal answered, "Those whoresons'|| fight the war
to the very last Kaunian. There will be a reckoning for that. By the powers



above, there will be."

Vatran grunted, too. "Ch, there's a reckoning, all right. Every tinme they

sl aughter their Kaunian captives to power magecraft against us, we have to
reckon how many of our own peasants we've got to kill to block their sorcery
and to nake matchi ng magi cs of our own."

"Aye." A lot of kingdons, Rathar suspected, would have fol ded up and yi el ded
when the Al garvians started ai mi ng nmurder-powered nmagecraft at them He'd been
horrified hinmself; no one had fought wars |like that for centuries. The

Twi nki ngs War had been as savage a struggle as any in the world, but neither
Swermmel nor Kyot had started massacring people for the sake of potent sorcery.

But Swermmel hadn't hesitated here, not for a heartbeat. As soon as he'd

| earned what the Al garvians were doing, he'd ordered his own archnage to nmatch
Mezentio's nen nurder for murder. He'd come right out and said that he didn't
care if he ended up with only one subject... so long as no Al garvians were

| eft by then

In a way, Marshal Rathar had to admire such ruthless deternination. Wthout

it, the Algarvians probably woul d have taken Cottbus, and who coul d guess

whet her Unkerl ant woul d have been able to continue the fight without its
capital ? Cottbus had held, Sulingen had held, and now Rathar's nen were novi ng
forward

In anot her way, though, Swenmel's conplete indifference to what happened to
hi s ki ngdom as long as he held the throne chilled the nmarshal to the marrow
If Rathar failed, he mght end up in a canp with his throat slit to fuel the
magi ¢ backing the attack some other marshal woul d nake

Before he could go on with that gl oomy thought, a dowser rushed into the
headquarters and cried, "Dragons! Dragons heading this way out of the north!"

"How many?" Rat har rapped out. "How soon?"

"I don't know, lord Marshal," the nan answered. "They're throwi ng out those
cursed strips of paper again." Dowsers had a sorcerous gift- sonetinmes the
only sorcerous gift they had- for sensing notion: water through ground, ships
on water, dragons through the air. But Al garvian dragonfliers had taken to
throwi ng out bits of paper as they flew The notion of those scraps hel ped
mask the notion of the dragons thensel ves.

"Wn't be long," Vatran predicted gloomly. Rathar could only nod, because he
t hought the general was right. Vatran went on, "Well, what'll it be when they
do get here? WII they go after the ley lines again, or will they try and drop
t hose eggs on our heads? Place your bets, folks."

"If they have any sense, they'll go after the ley lines,” Rathar replied. "If
their eggs can smash up the depot or hit a line itself and overload it with
energy, that really hurts us. But if they knock headquarters flat, so what?
Swemmel chooses a coupl e of new generals, and the war goes on the sane as it
woul d have."

Vatran chuckl ed. "You don't give yourself enough credit, Marshal- or ne,
either, conme to that."

Bef ore Rathar could answer, eggs started bursting not far away. "Maybe the
redheads are being stupid,” the marshal said. "In any case, | nove we
adjourn.”

"I've heard worse ideas," Vatran adnitted



They both went down into what had been the vault. A faint metallic snell
lingered in the air, a monunent of coins now vani shed. |In the neanwhil e,
artisans attached to the Unkerlanter arny had further shored up the ceiling
with crisscrossing tinmbers. If an egg burst directly on top of it, those

ti mbers mght not- probably wouldn't- hold out all the sorcerous energy.

O herwi se, the nen down there were safe enough.

Rathar cursed in a mld sort of way. "Wat's eating you now?" Vatran asked.

"When |'mdown here, | can't tell where the eggs are bursting," Rathar
conpl ai ned. "They all just sound like they're up there sonewhere."

"You couldn't do nuch about themright this mnute, except nmaybe get caught by
one," Vatran pointed out. He was right, too, however little Rathar cared to
admt it. After a while, Vatran went on, "I don't know where all those eggs
are bursting, but sounds like there's a ot of them"

"Aye, it does." Rathar didn't like that, either. "The Al garvi ans shouldn't be
able to put so nany dragons in the air against Durrwangen."

"The Al garvians shouldn't be able to do all sorts of things they end up
doing," Vatran said. He was right about that, too, however little Rathar cared
to acknow edge it.

"W haven't routed out as nany of their dragon farns as we thought we had,"
Rat har said. As if to underscore his words, an egg burst sonewhere close to

t he headquarters building, close enough that plaster pattered down through the
rows of crisscrossed tinbers and into the cellar

"I'f we'd wanted easy work, we woul d have been headsnen, not soldiers," Vatran

observed. "The fellows we'd deal with then wouldn't fight back."

Anot her near m ss shook the vault and sent nmore plaster down into it. Coughing
alittle at the dust in the air, Rathar said, "Every now and again, you know,
that doesn't sound so bad."

"We've got the redheads on the run, renenber,"” Vatran said. "W were both sure

of it just alittle while ago."

"Ch, aye," Rathar said. "You knowit, and | know it. But do the redheads know
it?"

* * *

Bembo was feeling nore like a spy than a constable these days. Turning to
Oraste, he said, "I told you that Kauni an robber you bl azed earlier this
winter would turn out to be sonebody inportant.”

"Way, you lying sack of guts!" Oraste exclained. "You didn't think anything at
all about himtill I wondered why his pals and hi mknocked over that jeweler's
shop and what they'd do with the |oot."

"Ch." Benbo had the grace to | ook shamefaced. "Now that | think on it, you may
be right."

"May | shit in ny hat if I'"'mnot," Oaste said.

"Took us |long enough to get any |l eads to the dead whoreson's pals," Benbo
said. "That's suspicious all by itself, you ask ne."



"Well, we've got "emnow. Only question is how nuch good they'll do us."
Oraste spat on the sidewal k of Gronmheort. "Cursed Kauni an sorcery. |If a blond
| ooks like a Forthwegian all the time these days, how do we go about hauling
hi min?"

"By figuring out which Forthwegian he | ooks |ike," Benbo answered. "O by
renmenbering that the nagic doesn't change his voice. That's how | bagged that
| ongwi nded foof of a Brivibas, if you'll recall.” He strutted a couple of
paces. That had been his coup, not Oraste's.

H s partner grunted. "Aye, but you'd heard that old cocksucker's voice before.
We don't know what these buggers sound |ike."

Since Benbo didn't feel |ike answering that, he kept quiet. The address they'd
been given wasn't anywhere near G onmheort's Kaunian quarter, even though both

men they wanted were- or, before hair dye and sorcery, woul d have been-

bl onds. "Powers bel ow eat the Kauni ans," Benbo growl ed. "They nmake us work too
cursed hard."

"Powers bel ow eat the Kaunians," Oraste said. "Period." He needed no specia

reason to hate them He just did. After another half a block, he snapped his
fingers. "You know what we ought to do?"

"Stop in a tavern and have some wi ne?" Benbo suggested. "I'mthirsty."

Oraste ignored him "Wat we ought to do is, we ought to go into the Kaunian
quarter and grab everybody who's got dark hair. Ship all those fornicators
west. We woul dn't even have to nmake up any new rules to let us do it. Omning
bl ack hair dye's already against the |aw "

After sonme thought, Benbo nodded. "That's not too bad. But the real trouble is
all the Kauni ans who' ve al ready snuck out of the quarter here and the one in
Eof orwic. Once they're out, they look |ike ordinary Forthwegi ans as |ong as
they can keep the magic up. Then they can go anywhere. And do you know what

el se |'ve heard?"

"Tell nme." Oraste was a stolid specinen of an Al garvian, but not altogether
i mune to the | odestone of gossip.

"Some of the blonds are even dyeing their bushes to nake it harder for us to
tell who's what," Benbo said.

"That's disgusting," Oaste said. "lIt's also pretty sneaky."” A lot of

Al garvi an const abl es woul d have spoken with a certain grudging admration
They admired clever crimnals- and admred themall the nore when they didn't
have to try to run them down. But Oraste wasted neither admration nor
sympat hy on Kauni ans.

The two constabl es rounded the | ast corner and started toward the bl ock of
flats in which the robber G ppias' pals were alleged to be holed up. Benbo
whistled. "Well, we've got conpany. A good thing, too, if you ask ne."

"Plenty of conpany,"” Oraste added. "See? The powers that be don't I|ike
Kauni ans who knock over jewel ers' shops. Jewels nean noney, and blonds wth
real noney are liable to nean real trouble."

"You were right," Benbo adnitted. "Do you want a nmedal ? If we catch these
buggers, they'll pin one on you."

"I'"d rather have sone |leave or a pass to a brothel, but 1'll take a nedal if
they give ne one." Oraste was a relentless pragnmati st.



"I hope they've got a mage here,"” Benbo said as they wal ked up to the other
const abl es al ready assenbl ed outside the building. "That'd make it a | ot
easier to tell who's a Kaunian and who's nothing but a stupid Forthwegi an.”

"What other kind is there?" asked Oraste, who |oved none of his kingdoms
nei ghbori ng peoples. He went on, "I al nbst hope there isn't a nage."

"Why?" Benbo said in surprise

"Because if there is, he won't be any bl oody good, that's why," Oaste said.
"The ones who know what they're doing are either hone ensorceling weapons or
fighting the stinking Unkerlanters. The kind we'd get here, they'd be the
whor esons who coul dn't count to twenty-one wi thout reaching under their
kilts."

That jerked a | augh out of Benbo. Wien he saw that the constables did have a
mage with them and what sort of nmage he was, it stopped being funny. Benbo
knew a drunk when he saw one. He'd dragged plenty of themout of the gutter-
aye, and beaten a few who'd provoked him too. This fell ow was standi ng up
but |ooked as if he'd fall over in a stiff breeze. He also | ooked Iike a man
wi th a nonster hangover, an expression with which Benbo was intimtely
famliar.

"Listen to ne, you people!" shouted the Al garvian constabul ary captai n who

| ooked to be in charge of things. "W are going to get everybody out of this
here buil ding. Men, wonen, children- everybody. We'll clip "emall, top and
bottom "

"See?" Benbo whispered to Oraste. Hi s partner nodded.

The captain went on, "On account of that still might not tell us what we want-
t hese Kauni ans are denon sly, they are- we've got Master Gastable here with
us." He pointed to the mage, who still seened |l ess than steady. "He can sniff

out a blond like a dog can sniff out-"

"Anot her dog's backside," Benbo said, and mi ssed whatever simile the officer
used.

"So we'll root '"emout if they're in there," the constabulary captain
finished. "And if they're not, odds are we'll dig up sone other nasty Kauni ans
even so. Qur soldiers'll be able to use their life energy- you' d best believe
that."

Use their life energy. That was a nice phrase. Benbo contenplated it and
nodded. You could say sonething |ike that and not have to think at all about
actually killing people. Benbo approved. He didn't like to think about killing
peopl e, even Kauni ans. Sonetines it needed doi ng- he knew that- but he didn't
like to think about it.

"Let's go!" the captain cried. The constables swarned into the block of flats
and started poundi ng on doors. The captain stayed out on the sidewal k. It
wasn't as if he'd do any of the hard work hinself. He took a flask fromhis
belt, swigged, and passed it to Gastable the mage.

"Open up!" Benbo shouted in front of the first door he and Oraste cane to. The
two of themwaited a few heartbeats. Then Oraste kicked in the door. The
constables burst into the flat, sticks ainmed and ready to bl aze. But there was
nobody to bl aze; the place appeared to stand enpty. They quickly turned it
upsi de down, poking their noses everywhere soneone m ght hide. They found
nobody.



"Whoever lives there'll get a surprise when he conmes hone tonight,"” Oraste
said cheerfully. He and Benbo didn't bother closing the door after thensel ves.
"I wonder if he'll have any stuff left by then. No skin off nmy nose either
way. "

He pounded on the next door. A Forthwegi an woman opened it. Benbo eyed her
appreciatively. She had a pretty face; he thought it a pity she foll owed her
country's fashion by wearing such a long, baggy tunic. "Qut!" he said, and
jerked a thumb toward the stairs |leading down to the street. "Anybody else in
here with you?"

She yamered at himin Forthwegian, which he didn't speak. He tried again,
this time in his halting classical Kaunian. She understood that, and turned
out to speak Kaunian a |lot better and a lot nore angrily than he did. But when
Oraste pointed his stick at her face, she quieted down and got noving in a
hurry.

"See?" Oraste said. "You just have to know which | anguage to use."

They went through the flat and found an old wonman snoring in bed, sound asl eep
despite the comotion. Wen they shook her awake, she cursed in Forthwegi an
and Kauni an. "Ch, shut up, you horrible hag," Benbo said, not bothering to
wast e politeness on anybody who wasn't good-I|ooking. "Go downstairs." He
managed to put that into Kaunian, and the old wonan, still fum ng, went.

"l hope she turns out to be a blond," Oaste said. "Serve the noisy sow
right."

"She'll be steaned enough when they flip up her tunic and trimher bush."
Bermbo shuddered. " Checki ng her daughter would be fun, but her? I'm gl ad
sonmebody else'll get stuck doing that."

Along with the rest of the constables, they went through the building Iike a
dose of salts. A few coins left too visible ended up in Benbo's belt pouch. He
didn't notice Oraste making up for |ow pay, but he wouldn't have been
surprised. Once the constables had got up to the top floor, a sergeant said,
"Al right, let's go back down and make sure the whoresons we rousted don't
gi ve anybody any trouble."

Wien Benbo got down to the sidewal k again, wonmen were screeching about getting
cli pped anywhere but on their heads. A nan and woman who hadn't thought to dye
the hair on their private parts had been separated fromtheir neighbors. Their
faces were masks of dismay; four or five Algarvian constabl es pointed sticks
at them

Gast abl e was maki ng sorcerous passes and nmuttering to hinmself in front of a
pair of nmen who | ooked |ike Forthwegi ans. They kept on | ooking |ike

Fort hwegi ans once he finished his passes, too. Did that nean they weren't

di sgui sed, or was he inept? Benmbo had no answers. He suspected Gastable had no
answers, either.

He wasn't the only one with such suspicions. Oraste said, "I don't think this
mage could tell a turd froma tulip."”

"I wouldn't be surprised if you were right," Benbo agreed. "OF course, who
knows if those Kauni an bandits were here to begin with?"

No sooner had the words conme fromhis |ips than the next pair of nen fetched
bef ore Gastabl e suddenly seenmed to withe and change shape. They weren't
Fort hwegi ans- they were Kaunians with dyed hair. The constabul ary captain



spoke to Benbo and Oraste: "Are these the men you saw with the perpetrator
G ppi as?"

The two constabl es | ooked at each other. They both shrugged. "W don't know,
sir," Benmbo said. "When we saw 'em they were in their sorcerous disguise and
running |ike blazes around a corner."

"How are we supposed to identify them if you bloody well can't?" the captain
asked.

"Don't you still have hold of that Forthwegian who told us the nane of the one
Kauni an whor eson?" Benbo asked.

By the way the captain set his hands on his hips, he didn't. By the way he
glared at Benbo and Oraste, he was ready- even eager- to blane them for what
was obviously his failing. But he seened to realize he couldn't quite get away
with that. Scowing, he tried to make the best of it: "Well, we'll just have
to see what we can squeeze out of them"

"Aye, sir," Benbo said- that actually nade sense. He pointed to the two

di scovered Kauni ans and spoke to Oraste in a low voice: "By the time we're
through with them they'll wish they'd just been shipped west."

Oraste considered. After a nonment, he said, "Good."

"And the two of us are off the hook," Benbo added. As far as he was concerned,
that was pretty good, too.

Five

Wien Eal stan canme into the flat he shared with Vanai, she handed him an
envel ope. "Here," she said. "This cane in the norning's post. The rest was
just advertising circulars. | threw them away."

He kissed his wife, then said, "All right- what have we got here?" He thought
he knew, the hand that had addressed the envel ope | ooked fam liar. \Wen he
opened it and extracted the note inside, he nodded. "Ethel helmis back in
Eoforwic,” he told Vanai

"And he'll want you to reckon up the accounts for the band's tour in the
provi nces?" she asked.

"That's right." Ealstan sighed. "I wonder if he'll have any noney |eft, what
with the squeeze the redheads take fromhim" Ethel hel mwas half Kaunian. |f
he hadn't been the nobst popul ar singer and band | eader in Forthweg, he m ght
wel | have been shi pped west. As things were, the Algarvians preferred to |et
himgo on playing, but to nake himpay heavily for the privilege of staying
free. It was a highly unofficial formof taxation, but that didn't nean it
wasn't lucrative.

Et hel hel m pl ayed Forthwegi an-styl e nusic. Eal stan knew Vanai didn't nuch care
for it; her tastes along those lines were purely Kauni an, which neant she
liked a thunping beat to every song. And her thoughts here weren't strictly on
t he musi ¢ anyhow. She said, "As long as the Al garvians | eave hi m enough noney
to keep paying you."

"I'f they don't, he'll bloody well have to find hinself another bookkeeper
that's all." Eal stan sighed again. "He used to be ny friend, you know, not
just ny client. He used to wite bold songs, strong songs, songs that'd nake
even a lackwit sit up and think about what Mezentio's men were doing to us.
Then they got their hooks into him"



"If he hadn't gone to sing for the men of Plegmund' s Brigade when they were
training outside of town here..." Vanai's voice trail ed away.

"Aye, he might have stayed free," Ealstan said. "OF course, the redheads m ght
have flung himinto a ley-line caravan car and cut his throat, too. You can't
know. " Ethel hel mhadn't had the nerve to find out. Eal stan wondered what he
woul d have done in the band | eader's place. He was glad he didn't know.

"You can worry about Ethelhelmlater,"” Vanai said. "For now, you can sit down
to supper. | found sone nice sausage at the butcher's."

"Probably hal f horseneat and hal f dog," Eal stan said. Vanai made a horrible
face at him Shrugging, he went on, "I don't care. I'll eat it anyway, as |ong
as it doesn't bark when | stick a fork init."

Enough garlic and pepper and oregano and mint spiced the sausage to make it

i mpossible to tell what the nmeat had been before it was ground up and stuffed
into a casing. Wiatever it was, it went well with salted olives and crunbly
white cheese and bread and honey, and filled the hole in Ealstan's belly.

Wal ki ng over to Ethelhelms block of flats the next norning reni nded Eal stan
of the distance between the wealthy entertainer and the fell ow who kept books
for him Actually, Ealstan could have afforded a better flat for hinself, but
clung to the nei ghborhood into which he'd noved when he first came to Eoforw c
because it let him and, nore inportant, Vanai- stay nearly invisible to the
Al garvi an occupi ers.

Et hel hel M s buil di ng boasted a doornan. Eal stan was gl ad his buil ding boasted
a sturdy front door. The doorman opened the door frominside the |obby.
Noddi ng to Eal stan, he said, "Master Ethelhelmtold me | was to expect you,
sir. Go right on up."

"Thanks," Eal stan said, and did. Ethel helms building al so boasted carpeting
on the stairs. Nobody'd pissed in the stairwell, either

And yet, when Eal stan rapped on Et hel hel Ms door, he knew he woul d rather have
worn his own shoes than the band | eader's. Ethel hel m|ooked worn to a nub

Eal stan had seen that before on his face when he cane back froma tour. But

Et hel hel m had never seened quite so frazzled till now "Hard trip?" Ealstan
asked, hoping that accounted for the nusician's state.

"You m ght say so," Ethel hel manswered. "Aye, you just mght say so." A glass
of brandy rested on the armof a chair. Pointing to it, Ethel hel masked, "WII
you join me?" He didn't bother to wait for an answer, but went into the

ki tchen to pour another glass, brought it back, and thrust it into Ealstan's
hand. He pointed to another chair. "Sit, if you care to."

Eal stan sat. The chair, at a guess, was worth nore than all the furniture in
his flat. He raised the glass Ethel hel mhad given himand asked, "To what
shal |l we drink?"

"I'"ve been drinking for a while," the band | eader said. "I've been drinking to
being able to drink. WII that do for you, or do | have to cone up with

sonet hing fanci er?" He knocked back his glass of brandy at a gul p.

More cautiously, Ealstan drank, too. "As bad as that?" he asked.
"Wrse," Ethel hel msaid. "Eventually, you can go through all the receipts and

see how nuch nmoney | lost. It could have been worse. | could have stayed here
and | ost even nore. Aye, as bad as that."



"Why did they let you go, then, if all they were going to do was steal from
you?" Ealstan didn't usually drink brandy in the norning, but nade an
exception today. He thought he would need lubricating to hear the band

| eader's story.

"Why?" Ethel helmis laugh had nothing to do with honest mrth; it seenmed nore a

how of pain. "I'Il tell you why: so they would have nore to steal, that's
why." He di sappeared into the kitchen again, and returned with his glass newly
full. "But | never thought when | set out that they'd steal so bloody nmuch."

"They're Al garvians," Ealstan said, as if that explained everything.

But Et hel hel monly | aughed that raw, wounded | augh again. "Even Al garvians
have limts- nost of the time. They don't have any Iimts with nme. None at
all. Look."

He rose again. Ealstan had hardly any choice but to | ook at him The band

| eader was swarthy |ike a proper Forthwegian, but he overtopped Eal stan (who
was of good size by Forthwegi an standards) by half a head. Hi s face was | onger
than a Forthwegi an's shoul d have been, too. Kaunian bl ood, sure as sure.

“I'f I don't do what they tell nme, if | don't pay whatever they ask of ne..."

H s voice faded out. "They'd just as soon kill nme as waste their tine

di ckering. You can't pick your ancestors. That's what everybody says, and it's
not a lie, but oh, by the powers above, how | wish it were."

"Maybe you ought to quit singing and find quiet work where they won't pay any
attention to you," Ealstan said slowy.

Et hel hel m gl ared. "Wy don't you ask me to cut ny leg off, too, while |'m at
it?"

"If it's in a trap, sonetines you have to," Eal stan answered. He knew al
about that. He'd had to flee G omheort after stunning his cousin Sidroc when
Sidroc found out he'd been seeing Vanai. At the tinme, he hadn't known whet her
Sidroc would live or die. He'd lived, lived and gone on to kill Ealstan's
brot her Leofsig, so Ealstan wished he'd killed him

Et hel hel m was shaking his head back and forth. He | ooked trapped. "I can't,
curse it," he said. "Ask ne to live without ny nusic and you might as well ask
me not tolive at all."

Patiently, Ealstan said, "lI'mnot asking you to |live without your nusic. Make
all you want, for yourself and for whatever friends you nmake after you

di sappear from Eoforwic. Just don't nmake a big enough splash with it to draw
t he redheads' notice."

"I't's not just naking the nusic." The band | eader shook his head. "I think I'm
trying to explain color to a blind man. You don't know what it's |ike to get
up there on a stage and have thousands of peopl e clapping and yelling out your
nane." He waved at the elegant flat. "You don't know what it's |like to have

all this stuff, either."”

Et hel hel mdidn't know that Eal stan's father was well-to-do. Ealstan didn't
know how rmuch like his father he sounded when he said, "If these things are
nore inportant to you than staying alive, you haven't got them They've got
you. Same goes for getting up on stage."

Now Et hel hel m stared at him "You're not ny nother, you know. You can't tel
nme what to do."



"I"'mnot telling you what to do," Ealstan said. "I'mjust a bookkeeper, so
can't. But | can't help seeing how things add up, either, and that's what |'m
telling you. You don't have to listen to ne."

Et hel hel m kept shaking his head. "You don't have any idea how hard |I've worked
to get where | am"

"And where is that, exactly?" Ealstan returned. "Under the Al garvians' eye,
that's where. Under their thunmb, too."

"Curse you, "
nock ne?"

the band | eader snarled. "Wo told you you could cone here and

Eal stan got to his feet and gave Ethel hel ma courteous bow al nost an

Al garvi an-styl e bow. "Good day," he said politely. "I"msure you'll have no

troubl e finding soneone el se to keep your books in order for you- or you can
al ways do it yourself." He had a good deal of his father's quiet but touchy

pride, too.

"Wait!" Ethel helmsaid, as if he were a superior entitled to give orders.

Eal stan kept wal king toward the door. "Wait!" Ethelhelmsaid again, this tine
with a different kind of urgency. "Do you know any people who could help ne
di sappear out from under the redheads' noses?"

"No," Eal stan said, and set his hand on the latch. It was true. He w shed he
di d know people of that sort. He would gladly have joined their ranks. Even if
he had known them though, he wouldn't have adnmitted it to Ethel helm The
nmusi ci an m ght have used their services. But he night al so have betrayed them
to Mezentio's nen to buy favor for hinself. Ealstan opened the door, then
turned back and bowed again. "CGood |uck. Powers above keep you safe.”

Wal ki ng home, he wondered how he'd make up the hole in his income he'd just

created for hinself. He thought he would be able to manage it. He'd been in

Eof orwic a year and a half now. People who needed their accounts reckoned up
were getting to know he was in business, and that he was good.

Men were pasting up new broadsheets in his nei ghborhood. They showed a dragon
with King Swemmel 's face flam ng eastern Derlavai, the slogan beneath reading,
SLAY THE BEAST! The Al garvians used good artists. Ealstan still wondered if
anyone took the broadsheets seriously.

The postman was putting mail in boxes when he went into his building. "One for
you here," the fellow said, and thrust an envel ope into his hand.

"Thanks," Eal stan replied, and then said, "Thanks!" again in a different tone
of voice when he recognized his father's handwiting. He didn't hear from

Gromheort nearly often enough, though he understood why: he might still be
sought, and witing carried risk. He was sniling when he opened the envel ope
and stepped into the stairwell- he'd read the letter on the way up.

By the time he got to the top, he wasn't snmiling anynore. Wen Vanai opened
the door to let himin, he thrust the letter into her hand. She quickly read
it, then let out a long sigh. "I wish | were sorrier to hear they'd caught ny
grandfather," she said at last. "He was a fine scholar."

"I's that all you have to say?" Eal stan asked.
"It's bad luck to speak ill of the dead," she answered, "so | said what good

could." Brivibas had raised Vanai fromthe tine she was snal|; Eal stan knew as
much. He didn't know what had estranged them and wondered if he ever woul d.



Later that evening, he found his father's letter, a balled-up wad of paper, in
t he wast ebasket. \WWatever her reasons, Vanai neant them

* * *

Li eutenant Recared's whistle squeal ed. "Forward!" the young officer shouted.

"Forward!" Sergeant Leudast echoed, though w thout the accompani nent of the
whi st e.

"Ural!" the Unkerlanter soldiers shouted, and forward they went. They'd been
going forward ever since they cut off the redheads down in Sulingen, and
Leudast saw no reason they shouldn't keep right on going forward till they ran
King Mezentio out of his palace in Trapani.

He had no sure notion of where Trapani was. Until Swemmel's inpressers haul ed
himinto the arny, he'd known only his own village not too far west of the
border with Forthweg and the nearby market town. He'd seen a |ot nore of the
worl d since, but few pleasant places init.

The village ahead didn't | ook very pleasant. It did have one thing in conmmon
wi th Trapani, wherever Trapani was: it was full of Al garvians. Mezentio's
sol diers had never quit fighting through their long, hard retreat from

sout hern Unkerlant; they sinply hadn't had the nanpower to hold back the
Unkerl anters over a broad front. In any one skirm sh, though, there was no
guar ant ee Leudast and his countrymen woul d cone out on top

That thought crossed Leudast's nind even before eggs started bursting anong

t he advancing Unkerl anters. He threw hinself down in the snow, cursing as he
dove: nobody had told himthe Al garvians had a couple of egg-tossers in the
village. Some of his men dove for cover, too. Sone- the new recruits, nostly-
kept running forward in spite of the eggs. A lot of themwent down, too, as if
a scythe had sliced through themat harvest time. Their shrieks and wails rose
above the roar of the bursting eggs.

Al garvi an pickets in carefully chosen hidey-holes in front of the village

bl azed at Leudast and his conrades. "Sir," he shouted to Lieutenant Recared,
who sprawl ed behind a rock not far away, "I don't know if we can pry them out
of there by ourselves."

At the start of the winter canpaign, Recared would have called hima coward
and m ght have had him bl azed. They'd been ordered to take the village, and
orders, to Recared, night have been handed down by the powers above. But
action had taught the conpany conmander a couple of things. He pointed off to
the left, to the west. "W don't have to do it by ourselves. W' ve got
behenot hs for conpany."

Leudast yelled hinself hoarse as the big beasts |unbered forward. He'd hated
it when the Al garvians threw behenoths at him and | oved Unkerl anter revenge

i n equal measure. Eggs fromthe tossers nounted on the behenoths' back started
bursting in the village. The redheads there stopped poundi ng the Unkerl anter
footsol diers and swng their egg-tossers toward the behenot hs.

"Forward!" Recared yelled again, to take advantage of the enemy's distraction

But, even though the tossers weren't ainmed at the footsol diers, eggs kept
bursting under them anyhow as they got closer to the village. "They've buried
them under the snowl " Leudast shouted. "W burst themas we run over them"
He' d seen the Algarvians do that before, but not since the fighting in the
ruins of Sulingen, where they'd had plenty of tine to dig in.



No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than an Unkerl anter behenoth trod
on a buried egg. The burst of sorcerous energy killed the beast at once. Its
body shielded the crew who rode it fromthe worst of the energies, but as it
toppled over onto its side, it crushed a couple of men beneath it.

Recared' s whistle squeal ed again- the shrill squeak rem nded Leudast of the
noi se a pig made in the nonent it was castrated. "Forward!" the young
lieutenant yelled once nore. "Look behind you- we're not in this alone. W' ve
got reinforcenments conmng up to give us a hand, too."

Leudast risked a quick glance over his shoul der. Sure enough, a fresh wave of
soldiers in white snocks worn over long gray tunics stornmed toward the village
on the heels of Recared's reginment. That was plenty to nake hi mshout, "Ural"
and scranble toward the huts hinmself. This winter, for the first time, his

ki ngdom seenmed able to put nmen where they were needed when they were needed
there. Up till very recently, far too many attacks had gone in either late or
in the wong pl ace.

An Al garvi an picket popped up out of his hole to blaze at the onrushing
Unkerl anters. Leudast raised his own stick to his shoul der and bl azed the
redhead. The eneny soldier went down with a screech. An Unkerlanter closer to
that hol e than Leudast was junped down into it. A nonent |ater, he scranbl ed
out again and ran on toward the village. The Al garvian didn't cone up again.

As King Swemmel's nen pushed forward, a couple of eneny pickets tried to run
back into the village thenselves. One fell before he could take half a dozen
steps. The other mi ght have bl azed Leudast if he hadn't been nore interested
intrying to get away.

"Surrender!" Leudast shouted in Al garvian. "Hands high!" That was about all of
t he | anguage he knew. all a soldier needed to know.

The soldier took a couple nore steps. Leudast raised his stick, ready and nore
than ready to blaze. Then the redhead seened to realize he couldn't get away.
He threw his stick down in the snow and rai sed his hands over his head. The
snle he ained at Leudast was was half cheerful, half fearful. He | oosed a
torrent of speech in his own | anguage.

"Shut up," barked Leudast, who understood not a word. He strode forward and
relieved the Algarvian of noney and rations, then gestured with his stick: go
to the rear. Hands still high, the redhead obeyed. Maybe he'd end up in a
captives' canp; maybe the other Unkerlanters would kill himbefore he got off
the battlefield. Leudast didn't |ook back to find out.

Sticks or bursting eggs had started fires in a couple of the peasant huts at
the southern end of the village. Leudast wel coned the snmoke. It nade the

Al garvi ans have a tougher time seeing him and it might attenuate their beans,
too. More eggs churned up the ground in front of himas the behenmoth crews did
all they could to help the footsol diers.

CGetting through the houses in the southern half of the village proved easier
t han Leudast had expected. Once the Unkerl anters reached those houses, the
eneny fought only a rear-guard action against them That surprised Leudast
till he got to the edge of the market square.

As in nost Unkerl anter peasant villages, the square was good and wide. In
happi er tinmes, people would buy and sell things there, or else just stand
around and gossip. Now... Now the Algarvians had dug thenselves in on the far
side of the square. If the Unkerlanters wanted to cone at them they would
have to charge across that open space. It mght be possible. It wouldn't be
easy, or cheap.



An Al garvi an beam seared the tinbers of the hut behind which Leudast crouched.
He pulled back in a hurry; snmoke scraped his throat as he breathed in. He
hoped the hut woul dn't catch

A couple of nmen, both new recruits, tried to rush across the square. Al npst
contenptuously, the Algarvians |let themrun for four or five strides before
knocki ng them over. One crunpled and lay still. The other, npaning and
draggi ng a useless leg, craw ed back toward cover. Beans boil ed snow into
puffs of steamall around him He'd nearly nmade it to safety when one struck
home. H's npans turned to shrieks. A nonment |ater, another beambit. He fel
silent.

"Can we do it, Sergeant?" a soldier asked Leudast.

He shook his head. He wouldn't order a charge across the square. |If Recared
did, he'd try to talk the regimental conmmander out of it. If he couldn't, he'd
sprint across the square along with his conrades- and see how far he got.

Sonmewhere a few houses over, Lieutenant Recared was speaking to sone other
soldiers: "W'Ill have to be quick, aye, and we'll have to be bold, too. The
Al garvians can't have that many nmen on the other side of the square.”
Leudast's heart sank. He saw no reason why the redheads coul dn't have that
many nen and nore in the northern part of the village.

But it turned out not to nmatter. He didn't know where the dragons came from
Maybe they were returning fromanother raid when sone of their dragonfliers

| ooked down and saw the fighting, or naybe the other reginment had a
crystal l omancer with better connections than Recared's. The Al garvians in the
village were surely ready for an attack on the ground. They were just as
surely not ready for the death that swooped on them fromthe sky.

When Leudast heard the thunder of great w ngs overhead, he threw hinmself flat
in the nuddy snow not that that was likely to save him But the attacking
dragons were painted rock-gray, and they flaned the half of the village
Mezentio's nen still held. Even fromacross the market square, he could feel

t he heat as houses and barricades- and sol di ers- caught fire. Soldiers burned
not quite to death screaned. A couple of minutes later, the Unkerlanter
dragons flaned the Al garvians again. Then they flew off toward the south.

Even before Lieutenant Recared blew his precious officer's whistle,

Unkerl anters started rushing across the square. A few of themfell; the
dragons hadn't killed all the redheads. But they had flaned the heart out of
the enemy's position. Some of the Al garvians fought on anyhow, and made
Swermmel 's nen pay a price for killing them The rest- nore than usual in this
ki nd of fight- surrendered. They seenmed dazed, astonished to be alive.

"Anot her village down," Recared said proudly. "Little by little, we take back
our ki ngdom "

"Avillage down is right, sir," Leudast answered, coughing a little and then
nore than a little. "It'Il be a while before the peasants nove back here.™

Recared opened his nouth in surprise, as if the people who'd once lived in the
village hadn't crossed his mnd. They probably hadn't; he was, Leudast knew, a
city man. After a nonent, he did find a reply: "They weren't serving the

ki ngdomwi th the Al garvians holding this place." Since that was true, Leudast
nodded. He couldn't prove Recared had m ssed the point.

Wth what light remained to the day, the Unkerlanters pushed north again.
Leudast approved of that w thout reservation. He approved of it even nore



because it didn't involve fighting. Somewhere up ahead, Al garvians woul d be
holed up in the next village. Wien he cane to them he'd do whatever he had to
do. Till then, he enjoyed the respite.

He didn't enjoy having Recared shake himawake in the nmiddle of the night.
"What's gone wong, sir?" he asked, assum ng sonethi ng had.

Only faint glowi ng enbers illumnated the young lieutenant's face. |In that
dim bloody light, Recared | ooked, for once, far older than his years. "Qur
crystal |l omancer just got the order," he said. "W have to countermarch, head
back south."

"What ?" Leudast excl ai ned. "Powers above, why?"

"I don't know, curse it. The order didn't explain." Recared sounded as
harassed as an ordinary soldier. "But you're bound to be right, Sergeant:
sonet hing's gone wong sonewhere."”

* * *

Haj j aj hoped no one knew he'd | eft Bishah. He did nmanage to sneak out of the
capital every now and again. So far, he'd nanaged to keep the secret from

t hose who woul d have been nobst interested in learning it: chief anong them
Marqui s Bal astro, the Algarvian mnister to Zuwayza. Bal astro knew Zuwayza was
i mperfectly happy in her role as Algarve's ally; Hajjaj worked hard to keep

hi m from knowi ng just how unhappy his ki ngdom was, not |east since Zuwayza
woul d have been even unhappi er w t hout Al garve.

As the ley-line caravan glided east out of the Zuwayzi capital, Hajjaj sniled
at his secretary and said, "Isn't it astonishing how quickly |I've recovered
fromthe indisposition everyone thinks | have?"

Qutuz sniled, too. "Astonishing i ndeed, your Excellency. And | amvery glad to
see you | ooking so well."

"l thank you, ny dear fellow, though | think I ought to ask whether you need
new spectacles,” Hajjaj said. "I don't look particularly well. Wat | look is
old." He paused a nonent in thought. "Of course, a man ny age who does not
ook well is liable to | ook dead."

"May you live to a hundred and twenty," Qutuz replied, a polite comonpl ace
anong the Zuwayzin.

"I"ve been over halfway there for a while now, but | don't think ny private
ley line will stretch quite so far," Hajjaj said. "Tewfik, now, Tewfik seemns
bound and determined to take the proverb literally. | hope he makes it."

"Soneone does every now and then, or so they say," his secretary answered.

"They say all sorts of things," Hajjaj observed. "Every now and then, what
they say is even true- but don't count on it." As foreign mnister of a
kingdomwith a large, unfriendly neighbor and an arrogant cobelligerent,
Hajjaj didn't see the advisability of counting on much of anything.

Qutuz | eaned back in his seat- King Shazli had laid on a first-class caravan
car for Hajjaj and his secretary- and renmarked, "The scenery is prettier than
usual , anyhow. "

"Well, so it is," Hajjaj agreed. "It was high summer the last tinme | travel ed
to Najran, and the sun had baked the life out of everything. Gray rock, yellow
rock, brown thornbushes- you know what it's |ike nost of the year."



"Don't we all?" Qutuz spoke with a certain sonber pride. In high sumer, the
sun of northern Zuwayza stood right at the zenith or even a little south of

it, something seen nowhere else on the mainland of Derlavai. Except at oases
and al ong the banks of the few streans that fl owed down fromthe nountains the
year around, life seened to cease. Qutuz's wave urged Hajjaj to |look out the
wi ndow. "Certainly not |ike that now, your Excellency."

"No, it isn't." As his secretary had said, Hajjaj could for once enjoy peering
through the glass. Late winter was the tine for that in Zuwayza, if ever there
was such a tine: sone years, there wasn't. But, by Zuwayzi standards, this had
been a wet winter. The thornbushes were green now. Flowers of all sorts
carpeted the usually barren hills and splashed themw th crinson and gold and
azure.

Had the |l ey-line caravan halted, Hajjaj would have been able to spy
butterflies, noving bits of color. Toads woul d be croaking and creeping in the
wadi s, the dry riverbeds, that weren't quite dry now. Had Hajjaj been | ucky,
he m ght have spotted a snmall herd of antel ope grazing on greenery whose |ike
they woul dn't see again for nonths.

He sighed. "It won't last. It never does." Wth another sigh, he added, "And
if that's not a | esson for anyone daft enough to want to be a di pl omat, curse
me if | know what would be."

The ley-line caravan got into Najran late in the afternoon, gliding up over a
last little rise before revealing the alnobst painfully blue sea ahead. The |ey
l[ine that ran from Bishah to Najran continued on out into the Bay of Ajlun. If
it hadn't, Najran would have had no reason for being. As things were, its
harbor was too snmall and too open to the elenments to let it becone a great
port, or even a noderately inmportant one. It was nondescript, isolated- a
perfect home for the Kaunian refugees who'd fled west across the sea from
For t hweg.

Their tents, these days, considerably outnunbered the ramshackl e houses of the
fi shernmen and boat bui |l ders and net makers and the handful of nerchants who
called Najran home. Wthout the ley line, the Zuwayzin could never have kept
them fed. Pal e-skinned nen and wonen in tunics and trousers were nore conmon
on the streets than naked, dark brown |ocals. But the Kauni ans had universally
adapted the wide-brinmed straw hats the Zuwayzin wore. |If they hadn't, their
brai ns woul d have baked in their skulls.

Haj jaj had thought about putting on tunic and trousers hinself when he cane to
visit the refugees. In the end, he'd decided not to. They were guests in his
ki ngdom after all, so he didn't feel the need to go against his own usages,
as he did when neeting diplomts fromother, chillier |ands.

A carriage waited for himat the caravan depot: nuch the largest building in
Najran. As he and Qutuz clinbed in, he told the driver, "The tent city."
"Aye, your Excellency," the man said, touching the brimof his own big hat. He
flicked the reins and clucked to the horses. They were sad, skinny beasts, and
didn't seemin a hurry to get anywhere- they woul d pause to graze whenever

t hey passed anyt hing green and grow ng.

"Fel |l ow ought to take a whip to them" Qutuz grunbl ed

"Never mnd," Hajjaj said. "W're not going far, and I'mnot in that big a
hurry." The truth was, he didn't have the heart to watch the horses beaten

Bl ond nen and wonen, a lot of them sunburned despite their hats, greeted the



carriage as it approached. Hajjaj heard his own nane spoken; sone of the
people in the growing crom recognized himfromhis earlier visit. They
started taking off their hats and bowi ng- not theatrically, as Al garvians
woul d have, but with great sincerity. "Powers above bless you, sir!" someone
called to Hajjaj, and a monent | ater everyone took up the cry.

Irony snote: he'd | earned cl assical Kaunian in Al garve before the Six Years
War. He stood up in the carriage and bowed to the refugees in return. Letting
them stay in Zuwayza sonetines felt like the single nost worthwhile thing he'd
done in the war. Had he given themto the Al garvians, they would surely be
dead now.

A coupl e of blond nmen pushed their way through the cheering crowd. They, too,
bowed to Hajjaj, who returned the courtesy. "Thank you for com ng, your
Excel l ency," one of themsaid. "W're grateful to you once nore."

"Whi ch of you is Nenmunas, and which Vitol s?" Hajjaj asked.

"I"'mVitols," said the man who' d spoken before.
"And |I'm Nenunas," the other one added. He was a couple of years ol der than
Vitols, and had a nasty scar on the back of one hand. They'd both been
sergeants in King Penda's arny before the Al garvians crushed Forthweg. Now
they |l ed the Kauni an refugees in Zuwayza.

Vitols pointed to a tent not far away. "W can talk there, if that suits you."

"As good a place as any," Hajjaj said. "This gentlenen with ne is ny
secretary, Qutuz. He knows what we'll be discussing." The Kauni ans bowed to
Qutuz, too. He bowed back

In the tent waited tea and wi ne and cakes. Hajjaj was touched again that the
bl onds favored himwith a Zuwayzi ritual. He and Qutuz sipped and ate and nmade
snmall talk; as hosts, Vitols and Nenunas were the ones to say when to get down
to serious business. Nemunas didn't wait long. "WIIl you let us sail back to
Forthweg, like we asked in our letter?" he said. "Now that there's a magic to
let us |ook |ike Forthwegi ans, we can go back there and take proper revenge on
t he redheads. "

He and Vitols leaned toward Hajjaj, waiting on his reply. He didn't |eave them
waiting long. "No," he said. "I will not permt it. I will not encourage it.
I f Zuwayzi ships see Kaunians sailing east, they will sink themif they can."

"But- why, your Excellency?" Nenunas sounded astoni shed. "You know what the
Al garvians are doing to our people there. You' d never have let us stay here if
you didn't."

"Every word of that is true." Hajjaj clanmped his jaws shut tight after he
fini shed speaking. He'd known this would be hard, brutally hard, and it was.

"Well, then,"” Vitols said, as if he expected the Zuwayzi foreign mnister to
change his mnd on the instant and give his blessing to the Kauni ans who
wanted to go back to Forthweg and cause trouble for Al garve there.

But Hajjaj did not intend to change his mnd. "No," he repeated.

"Why?" Vitols and Nenunas spoke together. Neither sounded as if he believed
his ears

"I will tell you why," Hajjaj replied. "Because, if you go back to your
honel and and harass ny cobelligerents, you nmake themnore likely to |lose the



war . "

Bot h Kauni an refugee | eaders spoke several pungent phrases of a sort Hajjaj's
| anguage master had never taught him He understood the sentinent if not the
preci se neani ng of those phrases. At |ast, the Kaunians grew nore coherent.
"Of course we want to nmake themlose the war," Vitols said.

"Way woul dn't we?" Nenmunas added. "They're nurdering us."

"Way won't you let us strike back at thenP" Vitols demanded. "Wy don't you
want themto lose the war? Wiy don't you curse themthe way we curse thenf"

"Because if Al garve |oses the war, Zuwayza |oses the war, too," Hajjaj said.
"And if Zuwayza | oses the war, King Swemel is all too likely to serve ny
peopl e as King Mezentio is serving yours."

"He wouldn't," Vitols said. "You might |ose, you mght even have to go back
under Unkerlanter rule again, but you wouldn't get slaughtered."

"It is possible that you are right," Hajjaj admitted. "On the other hand, it
is also possible that you are wong. Knowi ng Swenmel, know ng the affront
Zuwayza has given him | nust tell you that | do not care to take the chance.
The things mnmy cobelligerents have done horrify ne. The things nmy foes could do
if they get the chance horrify me more. | amsorry, gentlenen, but you cannot
ask ne to risk ny people for the sake of yours."

Nermmunas and Vitols put their heads together for a couple of minutes, nuttering
in |lowvoices. Wen they were done, they both bowed to Hajjaj. Vitols spoke
for them "Very well, your Excellency. W understand your reasons. W don't
agree, mnd, but we understand. W'll obey. W woul dn't endanger your folk
after you saved ours."

"I thank you." Hajjaj bowed in return. "I also require that obedience."

"You'll have it," Vitols said, and Nemunas nodded. The neeting ended a few

m nutes | ater.

On the way back to the ley-line caravan depot, Qutuz renmarked, "They're
lying."

"I know," Hajjaj said calmy.

"But..." his secretary said.

"I"ve done what | had to do," Hajjaj said. "I've warned them Qur ships wll
sink some of them That will make the Al garvians happy. And if sone do get
back to Forthweg and raise trouble... that won't nmake me al t oget her unhappy."

He smiled at Qutuz. The carriage rolled on toward Najran

* * *

Krasta had been to a good many entertainments since joining herself wth

Col onel Lurcani o. Having a conpani on from anong the victorious Al garvians with
whomto go to entertai nments had been one of the reasons, and not, perhaps,
the | east of them why she'd let Lurcanio into her bed. But this one, at a
weal t hy cheese nmerchant's house in Priekule, struck her as the strangest of
any of them

After |ooking around at the other guests, she stuck her nose in the air,
ostentatiously enough for Lurcanio to notice. "Is sonething troubling you, ny
sweet ?" he asked, concern nostly masking the faint scorn in his voice.



"Sonet hi ng? Aye, sonething." Krasta struggled to put what she felt into words.
Except when inspired by spite, she wasn't usually very articul ate. Wat she
came up with now was a horrified four-word outburst: "Wio are these peopl e?"

"Friends of Al garve, of course," Lurcanio said.
"Powers above help you, in that case." As soon as she spoke, Krasta realized
she m ght have gone too far. She cared- Lurcani o, when annoyed, nade life
unpl easant for her- but only to a point. The trouble was, she'd spoken

al together too nuch truth

Most gat herings since the redheads overran Val niera featured m xed crowds.
Krasta had grown to accept that. Sone nobles, |ike her, nade the best of

thi ngs; others chose not to appear with the occupiers. Not all the fenuale
conpani ons the Al garvians found for thensel ves were nobl ewonen, or even
ladies. And a lot of the Valmeran men who worked hand in glove with Al garve
conspi cuously | acked nobl e bl ood.

But tonight's crowd... Except for Lurcanio- possibly except for Lurcanio,
Krasta thought with a sweet dash of spite- the Al garvian officers were boors,
busy getting drunk as fast as they could. The wonen with them were sluts; half
of them were maki ng plays for men of higher rank than the ones who'd brought

t hem

One of them in too nuch powder and paint and not enough clothes, sidled up to
Lurcani o, who didn't bother pretending he didn't notice her. "Go away," Krasta
hi ssed at her. "You'll give hima disease."

"He already has one," the tart retorted. "You' re here."

"What's your nane?" Krasta asked sweetly. "Do you dare tell it? If they | ook
in the constabulary records, how many solicitation charges will they find?"

She hadn't neant to be anything but bitchy, but the other wonman, instead of
going on with the row, turned pal e under her thick makeup and found somet hing
else to do in a hurry.

"I have better taste than that, | assure you," Lurcanio said.

"Maybe you do." Krasta's eyes left her Algarvian lover's face and slid down to
the front of his kilt. "lI'"mnot so sure about him" Lurcanio threw back his
head and | aughed, for all the world as if she were joking.

She didn't enjoy her little triunmph long. It oozed away as she went back to
contenpl ati ng the conpany she was keeping. The Al garvian officers were bad.
The Val m eran wonen were worse. But the Valm eran men were worst of all

Even the handful of nobles depressed her. Backwoods counts and vi scounts,
they'd never shown their faces in Priekule before the Al garvians canme- and
there were good reasons why they hadn't. Krasta knew a couple of them by
reputation. The Valm eran nobility was and al ways had been reactionary. Krasta
despi sed commoners and was proud of it. But, even by her standards, that count
over there- the one who belted his trousers with a short, nasty whip- went too
far.

She had little use for the commoners in the crowd, either. Sone people cane
fromfamlies that had been prom nent for generations, even if they weren't
nobl e. You could rely on folk like that. The ones here at the cheese
nmerchant's... Krasta hadn't heard of any of them before the Al garvians took
Pri ekul e, and wi shed she hadn't heard of nost of them since.



"W shall prevail," one of themtold another not far away.
"Ch, aye, of course we shall," the other man answered. "We'll grind Swenmel
into the dust. Plenty of time after that to settle with treacherous Lagoas."

Both men wore kilts and tunics not nerely Algarvian in style but nodeled after
t hose of Al garvian soldiers. They'd grown side whiskers and little strips of
chin beard, too; one of them waxed his nustaches so that they stuck out Iike
horns. But for being blond and speaking Val m eran, they m ght have been born
in Mezentio's kingdom

Krasta nudged Lurcani o and pointed to the two nen. "Buy them sonme hair dye and
you coul d have a couple of new Algarvians to throw into the fighting agai nst
Unkerl ant."

He surprised her by taking her seriously. "W've thought about that. But in
Fort hweg and in Al garve, hair dye has caused us nore problens than it's
solved, so we probably won't."

"What kind of troubl e?" Krasta asked.

"Peopl e masqueradi ng as things they aren't," the Al garvian col onel said.
"We've pretty nmuch put a stop to that by now and about tine, too, if you ask
ne. "

"Peopl e masqueradi ng," Krasta echoed. "The fol k here are masqueradi ng as
things they aren't- as inportant people, | nean."

"Ch, but they are inportant," Lurcanio said. "They are very inportant indeed.
Wthout them how could we run Val ni era?"

"Wth your own nen, of course," Krasta answered. "If you don't run Valmera
wi th your own nen, why have you taken hal f ny nansion?"

"Do you know what the Al garvians in your mansion do?" Lurcani o asked. "Have
you any idea?"

Krasta didn't like his sardonic tone. She returned it, with venonous interest:
"You nean, besides seducing the serving wonen? They run Priekule for your
king." Spoken baldly like that, it seened | ess shaneful that Al garve shoul d
run a city that had never been hers.

Lurcani o clicked his heels and bowed. "You are correct. W run Priekule. And
do you know how we run Priekule? Nine tines out of ten, we go to sone
Val mi eran and say, 'Do thus and so.' And he will bow and say, 'Aye, your
Excell ency.' And | o and behold, thus and so will be done. W have not the nen
to do all the thus and sos ourselves. W never did. Wth the war in the west
drawi ng so many thither, having so many Al garvi ans here grows nore inpossible
by the day. And so, as | say, we rule this kingdom and your countrynen run it
for us."

Val m eran constabl es. Val mi eran caravan conductors. Valmeran tax collectors.
Even, Krasta supposed, Val m eran nages. And every one of themin the service,
not of poor drunken King Gaini bu, but of redheaded King Mezentio and the

Al garvi an occupi ers.

She shuddered. Before she thought- nothing new for her- she said, "It rem nds
me of sheep | eading other sheep to the slaughter.™

Lurcanio started to reply, then checked hinself. "There are times when | do



bel i eve that, given education and application, you could be form dable." He
bowed to Krasta, who wasn't sure whether that constituted praise or dism ssal
When she didn't say anything, he went on, "As for your metaphor, well, what do
you think a bell wether is sonmetines called upon to do? And what do you think
happens to a ram when he is made into a wether?"

"I don't know," Krasta said, irritable again. "All | knowis, you' re confusing
ne."

"Am | ?" Lurcanio's smle turned snug again. "Well, this isn't the first tine,
and | doubt it will be the last."

Krasta found one question nore- one question too nany, probably: "Wat wll
happen to all these people if Algarve |oses the war?"

The smug snile slipped. "You nmay rest assured, ny poppet, that will not

happen. Life is not so easy as we wi shed it would be, but it is not so hard as
our enenmes wish it were, either. W struck Kuusanmpb a heavy bl ow not |ong ago-
struck it fromhere in Valnera, in fact." Lurcanio seened on the point of
saying nore, but turned the subject instead: "But | will answer you, in a
hypot heti cal sense. What woul d happen to then? Not what will, mnd you, but
what woul d? It shoul d be obvi ous even to you: whatever the victors wanted."

I f Al garve sonehow | ost the war, what would the victors do with those who had
taken her side? Krasta couldn't stay on that high phil osophical plane for

I ong. As usual, her thoughts descended to the personal: if Al garve sonehow

| ost, what would the victors do to her?

She shuddered again. That night have sone distinctly nasty answers. She'd nade
her bed, made it and lain down in it and invited Lurcanio into it to keep her
warm Clasping his armin sudden fright, she said, "Take ne hone."

"You listened to a ghost story and frightened yourself," Lurcanio said.

That was likely to be true. Krasta hoped it was. She woul d have held that hope
even nmore strongly were Lurcani o not pursuing her brother, and had Skarnu not

penned that sheet claimng all sorts of horrors in the west. But she'd chosen

her side, and she had no idea how to unchoose it. "Take nme hone," she

repeat ed.

Lurcani o sighed. "Ch, very well,"” he said. "Let me apol ogi ze to our gracious
host" -he couldn't say that with a straight face, try as he would- "for

| eaving the festivities so early.”

A chilly rain had begun to fall. They both put up the hoods to their cloaks as
they hurried out to Lurcanio's carriage. He spoke to his driver in Al garvian
The driver, already hooded against the rain, nodded and got the horses noving.
The carriage rolled away fromthe cheese nerchant's house.

"I hope he can find his way back," Krasta said. "It's very dark. | can hardly
see across the street."”

"I expect he will nmanage," Lurcanio answered. "He used to have troubl e,

know, but by now he has been here | ong enough to learn his way around." That
was anot her way of saying Valmera had been in Al garvian hands for quite a
whi l e. Krasta sighed and snuggl ed agai nst Lurcanio, partly for warnth, partly
to keep fromthinking about the choices she'd nade and the choi ces she m ght
have nade.

They hadn't gone far before a dull roar sounded off to the north, and then
anot her and another. "The Lagoans," Krasta said. "They're dropping eggs on us



again." Yet another burst of sorcerous energy echoed through Priekule, this
one quite a bit closer

"Well, so they are,"” Lurcanio answered. "Dropping themat random too, in this
weat her. Charm ng people, there on the other side of the Strait.” If he knew
he was in danger, he gave no sign of it. He'd never |acked for courage.

"Should we find a shelter?" Krasta asked.

She felt rather than seeing Lurcanio shrug. "If you like," he said. "I think
t he odds favor us, though. He spoke in Algarvian to the driver, who | aughed
and replied in the same | anguage. Lurcani o al so | aughed, and translated: "He
says he is fated to be blazed by an outraged husband at the age of a hundred
and three, and so he is not worried about Lagoan eggs."

That made Krasta | augh, too. Then an egg burst close enough for her to see its
flash, close enough that a piece of its thin netal casing whined through the
air past the carriage. It had certainly cone down on sonebody's head. Krasta
knew she coul d have been that sonebody. And she, unlike Lurcanio and his
driver, had no Al garvian bravado to sustain her. She cursed the Lagoans al

the way back to her nansion. Did they care about the Val m erans one bit nore
than Mezentio's nmen did? If so, she wi shed they would have found a different
way to showit.

* * *

Thi ngs coul d have been worse. A few weeks before, watching Al garvian soldiers
stream out of Durrwangen without orders, against orders, Colonel Sabrino would
have had a hard tine saying that. Now... Now it |ooked as if sonething m ght
be sal vaged in the southwest after all

The col onel of dragonfliers wasn't the only one with that thought. At supper
one evening at the wing's dragon farm Captain Doniziano raised a glass of
ferocious Unkerlanter spirits in salute and said, "Here's to General Solino.
Looks like he really did know what he was doi ng."

He knocked back the spirits, coughing a little as he did so. Along with the
rest of the officers, Sabrino also drank to the toast. Captain Orosio said,
"Aye. Turns out we're better off with that arny | oose and able to hit back
than we woul d have been if we'd pissed it away |i ke the one down in Sulingen."”

"Pity Solino's head had to roll," Dom ziano said. "Doesn't seemfair."

O osi o shrugged. "The price you pay for being right."

"Aye, that's how things work," Sabrino agreed. "If you advance agai nst orders
to hold and sonething good conmes of it, you're a hero. If you retreat against
orders to hold, they'll reckon you a coward no matter what happens. Even if
you were right, they'll figure you're liable to run away the next tinme, too."
He pointed to the big plate of pork ribs in the mddle of the table. "Pass ne
a couple nmore of those, sonebody, if you please.”

Once he had the ribs, he sneared themwi th horseradi sh sauce and gnawed al
the neat off the bones. Like his own glass of spirits, the sauce gave the
illusion of warmth. In an Unkerlanter winter, even the illusion was not to be
despi sed.

Dom zi ano al so spread the sauce over another rib. In between bites, he sighed
and said, "This cursed war is jading nmy palate so I'll never properly
appreci ate a delicate sauce again."



Sabrino chuckled at that. "There are worse problenms to have. | was in the
trenches in the Six Years' War, and | know " Dom zi ano had been maki ng nesses
in his drawers during the Six Years' War, if he'd been born at all. He | ooked
at Sabrino as if he'd started speaki ng Gyongyosian. Orosio was only a little
ol der, but he understood such things. H s nod and, even nore, his know ng
expression said as nuch

A dragon handl er stuck his head into Sabrino's tent and said, "Sir, that new
wing is starting to land at the farm™

"The one that had been flying agai nst Lagoas?" Sabrino asked, and the handl er
nodded. M schief glinting in his eyes, Sabrino turned back to his squadron
conmanders. "Well, gentlenen, shall we help themsettle in? I'msure they'l
be delighted at the acconmpdations they find waiting for them here."

Even Domi zi ano recogni zed the irony there well enough to chuckle. Orosio
| aughed out |oud. Sabrino got to his feet. Hi s subordinates followed himout.

Cold bit at his nose and cheeks. He ignored it; he'd known worse. Sure enough
dragons spiral ed down out of the cloudy sky along with the occasi ona
snowf | ake. Many, many dragons... "Powers above," Sabrino said softly. "If
that's not a full-strength wing, then I'ma naked bl ack Zuwayzi." Wngs wth
their full conplenent of sixty-four dragons and dragonfliers sinply didn't
exi st in the war agai nst Unkerlant. Wenever he got his up over half strength,
he counted hinsel f | ucky.

Acconpani ed by a dragon handler, an officer he'd never seen before came up.
"You are Col onel Sabrino?" the newconer asked, and Sabrino adnitted he was.
After bows and an enbrace and ki sses on both cheeks, the other officer
continued, "I am Col onel Anmbal do, and | was told you would arrange for the
wel | - bei ng of ny dragons and ny nen."

"My handlers will do what they can, and we'll see what we can scrounge up in
the way of extra tents and extra rations," Sabrino answered. "Anything you
brought and anything you can steal will help a lot, though."

Anbal do stared at him "Is that a joke, my dear sir?"
"Not even close to one," Sabrino answered. "Let ne guess. You've spent the
whol e war up till nowin Valnmiera? At sonme pretty little peasant village? Wth
pretty blond wonen to darn your socks and warm your beds? It's not |ike that
here."

"My dear sir, | have been fighting, too," Anbaldo said stiffly, "fighting

against the vile air pirates of Lagoas and Kuusanmpb. You will please renmenber
this fact."
Sabrino bowed again. "I didn't say you haven't been fighting. But | meant what

| did say. It's not like that here. It's nothing Iike that here. The

Unkerl anters really and truly hate us, or nost of them do, anyway. W haven't
got enough of anything to go around: not enough men, not enough dragons, not
enough supplies, nothing. The current strength of ny wing is thirty-one- |'ve
just been reinforced."

"Thirty-one?" Anbal do's eyes | ooked as if they'd pop out of his head. "Were
are the rest, by the powers above?"

"Where do you think?" Sabrino said. "Dead or wounded. And a |ot of the
repl acenents that could have got sent to ne went to sone other wing instead."

"Do your superiors hate you so?" Anbal do asked.



"No, no, no." Sabrino wondered if he could ever get through to this poor
nai ve soul. "They went to other w ngs because those were even further under
strength than mne."

O osi o spoke up: "Col onel Anbaldo, sir, if you want to | ook good in your
uniform you can do that anywhere. If you want to fight a war and hurt the
ki ngdom s enem es, this is the place."

"Who is this insolent man?" Anbal do demanded of Sabrino. "I ask, you
understand, so that ny friends may speak to him"

"We don't duel on this front," Sabrino said. "Ch, there's no law or king's
conmand against it, but we don't. The Unkerlanters kill too many of us; we
don't make things easier for themby killing each other."

Anbal do' s eyebrows shot upwards. "Truly | have cone to a barbarous country."
Sone of his officers wal ked up behind him They were staring around in
amazenent at the | andscape in which they found thensel ves.

Sabrino had a hard time blanming them Had he been jerked out of a pleasant
billet in Valnmiera and pl opped down in the wilds of Unkerlant, he would have
been amazed, too, and not with delight. "Come on, gentlenen," he said. "W'I
do what we can for you. W have to work together, after all."

The newconers had brought sone tents. Sabrino shoehorned the rest of their
dragonfliers in with his nen; he shoehorned Col onel Anbal do in with hinself.
CGetting enough neat for the new dragons woul d have been inpossible if his
dragon handl ers hadn't come across the bodies of a couple of behenoths.

Bri nstone was not a problem Brinstone had never been a problem
Quicksilver... He didn't have and couldn't get enough quicksilver to give his
own dragons all they needed. He shared what he had with the new arrived w ng.

Hor seradi sh and raw Unkerlanter spirits did nothing to inprove Ambal do's nood
He kept nuttering things like, "Wat did we do to deserve this?" Since Sabrino
didn't know whom Ambal do mi ght have offended, he couldn't very well answer
that. At last, to his relief, the other wing conmander pulled hinself together
and asked, "Wat is to be done?"

"Here." Sabrino pointed to a map. "The Unkerlanters have failed to concentrate
their forces as they should have. Instead of one |arge attack advancing from
Durrwangen to sone other point that could anchor their whole line, they've
sent colums out in several directions, none of themw th its far end secured
by a river or nmountains or anything we can't naneuver around. And so, we're
going to cut those columms off and then cut themup." He showed what he neant
wi th several quick gestures.

Anbal do studied the map. "Do we have the force here to bring this of f?"

Good. Sabrino thought with nore relief. He's not a fool. "On paper, the
Unker | anters al ways have nore than we do," he answered. "But, for one thing,
we're better than they are, no matter how nmuch Swermmel babbl es about
efficiency. And, for another"” -he grimaced- "our nmages work stronger nagic
killing Kaunians than theirs do, slaughtering their own peasants."

Anbal do didn't just grinmace. He reached for the jar of spirits, poured his nug
full, and gulped it down. "They really do those things here, then?" he said.
"Nobody in Valmera nuch wanted to tal k about them we were |iving anong

bl onds, after all."

"They do them" Sabrino answered grimy. "So do we. By the end of this fight,



only one side will be left standing. It's as sinple as that." He hated that
truth with all his soul, but hating it nmade it no I ess a truth. Col one
Anbal do drank nore spirits.

But Anbal do was ready to fly again the next day, and so were his dragons. In
spite of their long journey from Val m era, Sabrino envied themtheir
condition. They'd eaten better and fought |ess than any wing here in the west.

And they proved professionally conpetent; they plastered an Unkerl anter
strongpoi nt northeast of Durrwangen with eggs and swooped low to attack a

| ey-line caravan surely | oaded with eneny soldiers. They left the caravan a
flam ng weck. Sabrino, whose smaller, nore depleted wi ng acconpani ed and
gui ded themon their attacks, found nothing about which he could conplain.

Anbal do' s i mage appeared in his crystal. "Wiy didn't we win the war here |ong
ago, if this is the best the Unkerlanters can do?" demanded the w ng conmander
fromout of the west.

Before Sabrino could reply, the Unkerlanters gave Anbal do an answer of their
own. Dragons painted rock-gray hurled thenselves at the Algarvians in the air.
As usual, Swemmel's nen flew with less skill than the Al garvians they
attacked- and Anbal do's dragonfliers showed they had as nmuch skill aboard
their nounts as any other Algarvians. But there were, also as usual, a denon
of a lot of Unkerlanters. Anbaldo's wing had holes torn in it, even though it
gave better than it got.

So did Sabrino's. He was, by now, |ong since used to scraping by and maki ng do
wi t h what ever repl acenents he happened to get- if he happened to get any. He
wonder ed how Anbal do's men would fare in a place where, w thout scroungi ng and
i mprovi sing, they couldn't hope to keep going. They hadn't had to do such
things in Valmera- that was plain fromthe abundance they'd brought west.

Down on the ground, Al garvian troopers and behenoths were noving toward the
pl aces the dragons had pounded. Sabrino wondered if they included regi nents
and brigades plucked from occupation duty in Valnmiera or Jelgava and carried
across a good stretch of Derlavai by ley-line caravan so they could get into
this fight. He rather hoped so. He'd gone on peacetine holiday to the beaches
of northern Jel gava. Occupation duty there had to be a true hardship- he

roll ed his eyes, thinking of how dreadful patrolling beaches full of nearly
naked bathers had to be. Alittle frostbite would go a long way toward fixing
t he sunburn from which those troopers m ght be suffering.

And then the ground shook down below Iliterally, for he could see the ripples
as it withed like an animal in pain. Here and there, purple flanmes shot up

t hrough the snow and stabbed toward the heavens. Wat had been Unkerl anter
strongpoi nts were w ecked, ruined, ravaged.

Sabrino's sardonic snmile slipped. How many Kauni ans had died to power that
magecraft? However many it was, even troops plucked from pl easant occupation
duty shoul d have been able to exploit the holes it tore in the Unkerlanter
['ine.

* * *

Garivald was on sentry-go when the Grelzer conpany strode into the forest
Munderic's band of irregulars reckoned all their owm. He didn't see the
Gelzers till they were quite close; snow was falling fairly heavily, cloaking
things in the mddle and far distance fromhis eyes.

When he did spy them he pulled the hood of his white snow snock down | ow on
his forehead, making sure it covered his dark hair. Then he slipped back



t hrough t he bare-branched woods toward the clearing where the irregulars had

t heir headquarters. He nmoved far faster than the soldiers who d chosen Raniero
t he Al garvi an puppet rather than Swenmel of Unkerlant. He knew where he was
going, while the Gelzers couldn't be sure- he hoped they couldn't be sure-
just where in the woods the irregulars |urked.

He' d got about halfway to the clearing when a soft, clear voice called a
chal | enge: "Wo goes?"

"It's me, hilot- Garivald," he answered.

She slid out frombehind a birch, her snow snock hardly lighter than its pale
bark. Her stick didn't quite point at him but wouldn't have to nove far to do
so. After she recognized that it was indeed he, she demanded, "Wy aren't you
at your post?"

"Because there's a great nob of Grelzers not very far behind nme," he answered
"We'd better get ready to beat themback if we can, or to nake sure they don't
find us if we can't."

Her nmouth twi sted. "Fair enough," she said, and then, "Can we nake sure they
don't find us? It's not like they're Al garvians or those nercenaries from up
in Forthweg."

"I know," Garivald said unhappily. Except in their choice of a king, the

G el zers who favored Raniero weren't nmuch different fromthe ones who stil
carried on the fight against himand against Al garve. Sonme of them would have
hunted in this forest in peacetine, hunted or cone here to gather nushroons or
honey. They m ght not know where the irregulars denned, but they woul d have
sone idea

"Go on, then," Ohilot said. "You haven't got tine to waste." Garivald nodded
and plunged on through the woods.

He got chal | enged once nore before reaching the clearing: Minderic was not
about to be taken by surprise. The other irregular also passed himthrough
after only a few words. Raniero's troopers hadn't conme into the forest in
force for quite a while.

When he trotted, panting, into the clearing, he wanted to shout out his

warni ng. He didn't, not knowi ng how far behind himthe Gelzer troopers were,
he didn't want to risk their hearing a wild cry of alarm Instead, he called
out the news urgently but w thout panic or excitement in his voice.

That did what wanted doing. The irregulars canme boiling out of their makeshift
shelters, alnmpst all of themclutching sticks. "What do we do?" Garivald asked
Munderic. "Do we fight them or do we try to get away?"

Munderic gnawed on his lower lip. "I don't know," he answered. "I just don't
know. What kind of soldiers are they? That's the rub. If they just go forward
till they bunp into sonething and then run away, that's one thing. But if
they're like that bunch we ran into on the way to the ley line..." He scow ed

and shook his head. "Those whoresons neant it, powers bel ow eat them"™

"Let's fight '"enml" Sadoc booned. If the makeshift nage favored fighting, that
initself was to Garivald a strong argument against it.

Munderi ¢ had nore confidence in Sadoc's sorcerous abilities than Garivald
t hought wi se. Any confidence in Sadoc's sorcerous abilities was nore than
Garivald thought wise. But the | eader of the irregulars never had believed
Sadoc made nmuch of a general. Miunderic said, "No, | think we'd do better to



pi ck the fight ourselves and not |let those bastards do it for us. Let's slide
into the woods off to the west and see if we can't give "emthe slip."

Anot her irregular hurried into the clearing with word of the advanci ng

Grel zers. That seened to decide the nen and the handful of wonen there against
arguing with Munderic. They left the clearing by ones and twos, slipping
deeper into the woods. Miunderic gestured to Garivald, who nodded. They hurried
out together.

"We've played these ganes before,” Minderic said. "Renenber the fun we had
when the Algarvians tried to chase us out of here?"

"Ch, aye," Grivald answered. "I'mnot likely to forget- | was part of it,
after all."

But befooling the Algarvians in sumer, when trees in full |eaf gave extra
cover and when dirt didn't hold tracks so well, was a business different from

confusing Grel zer soldiers here in winter, where the trees were bare and when
snow on the ground told trackers too nmuch. Maybe Munderic didn't want to think
about that. Maybe he just didn't believe the irregulars could make a standup
fight. And maybe he was right not to believe that, too.

I f he was, though, what did that say about how nuch good the irregulars were
doing in their fight against Al garve and her puppets? Maybe Garivald didn't
want to think about that.

Munderic pointed to a snow covered boulder. "Shall we flop down behind that
and pot ourselves a couple of those Gelzer traitors if they try and cone
after us?"

"Aye. Wiy not?" Garivald said. "I wondered if you intended to do any
fighting."

"Ch, I'I'l fight... now and again," Minderic answered, not nuch put out. "I'll
fight when | can hurt the eneny and he can't do nuch to hurt me. O "Il fight
when | haven't got any other choice. Gtherwise, I'lIl run like a rabbit. I'm

not doing this for the glory of it."

There he sounded very nuch |ike an Unkerlanter peasant- or perhaps like a
sol di er who'd been in enough fights to realize he didn't want to be in a whole
ot nmore. Garivald stretched out behind the boul der. Munderic had certainly
been in enough fights to know good cover when he sawit. Garivald barely had
to lift his head to have a perfect view of the route by which the pursuers
woul d I'ikely come- and they would have a denpn of a tine spotting him

By the happy grunt Minderic let out fromthe other side of the boulder, his
position was just as good. "W'Ill sting themhere, so we will," he said.

"You coul d have Sadoc make a great nmmgic and sweep the Gelzers to
destruction,” Garivald said, unable to resist the gibe.

"Ch, shut up,"” the leader of the irregulars nuttered. He turned his head to
glare at Garivald. "Al'l right, curse you, I'll admt it: he's a nenace when he
tries to do nagecraft. There. Are you happy?"

"Happi er, anyhow." But Garivald didn't have long to celebrate his tiny
triunph- he spied notion through the dancing snow and fl attened hinsel f behi nd
the rock. "They're coning."

"Aye." Munderic nust have seen it, too: his voice dropped to a thin thread of
whi sper. "We'll make them pay."



The G el zers advanced as confidently as if they'd taken | essons in arrogance
fromtheir Al garvian overlords. Garivald thought Minderic would tell himto
wait, not to hurry, to let the eneny cone close before he started bl azing. But
Munderic kept his nmouth shut. It wasn't because the Gelzers were already so
close, he'd give hinself away; they weren't. It was, Garivald realized after a
| ong nonent's silence, because he hinself had turned into a veteran, and coul d
be trusted to do the right thing wthout being told.

He waited. Then he waited sonme nore. W'll know what kind of soldiers they are
as soon as the blazing starts, he thought. That made himwant to wait even

| onger. Not knowi ng, he could imagine that the nmen who followed the

Al garvi an-i nposed King of Grelz were a pack of cowards who'd run right away.
The last thing he cared to do was di scover he was wr ong.

At last, he couldn't wait anynore. A couple of soldiers with white snocks over
the dark green of Grelz were within ten or twelve paces of the boul der. They
were | ooking off into the trees farther west; if they hadn't been, they surely
woul d have spotted Munderic or him

Garivald slipped his finger out through the hole in his mtten and into the

bl azing hole on his stick. The beam | eaped forth. It caught a Gelzer square
in the chest. He stopped as abruptly as if he'd walked into a stone wall, then
crunpl ed. Munderic blazed his conpani on, not so neatly- the second G el zer
started howing |like a dog a wagon had run over and tried to drag hi nsel f

away. Munderic bl azed himagain. He shuddered and lay still.

"Ura!" the irregulars in the rear guard shouted as they started bl azi ng down
the men who'd invaded their forest. "King Swemmel! Urra!" |If they nmade as nuch
noi se as they could, the Grelzers mght think they had nore nmen than they
really did.

They were bl azing from anbush, every one of them and took their foes by
surprise. A good nany G el zers went down. But the others dashed for cover wth
a speed that warned they had a good notion of what they were doing. They

rai sed shouts of their own: "Raniero of Gelz!" "Death to Swemrmel the tyrant!"
"Grelz and freedom "

"Grelz and the Al garvians' cock up your arse!" Garivald yelled back- not a
splendid song lyric, but a fine insult. A Gelzer, shouting with fury, hopped
up from behind the bush where he crouched. Garivald blazed him He'd never
been trained in the proper response to literary criticism but had

consi derabl e natural talent.

A beam si zzl ed snow not far from Garivald' s head: one of the critic's

conr ades, protesting his sudden abridgenent. Garivald bl azed back, making the
Grel zer keep his head down. Then he gl anced over at Miunderic. "Mst of the
band will have slid off to sone other hidey-holes. Don't you think it's about
tinme we did the sanme?"

"Aye, we'd better," Minderic agreed. "Qtherwi se they'll flank us out and rip
us to pieces. The redheads woul d, and these whoresons have been taking

| essons. "

Garivald scranbl ed back toward a pine. Mre beans sent up gouts of steam as
the Gelzers tried to nake sure he'd sing no nore songs. But he made it to the
tree, scuttled behind it, and started blazing at Raniero's nen again.

Munderic had waited till Garivald could cover himbefore retreating hinself.
The | eader of the irregulars dashed off toward a bush thickly covered with
snow. He never nade it. A beam caught himin the flank as he ran. He let out a



horrible screamand fell in the snow He crawl ed on for another few feet,
leaving a long trail of scarlet behind him Then, as if very tired, he let his
hands slip out fromunder himand spraw ed at full Iength. He m ght have been
lying down to sleep, but fromthis sleep he would not awaken

Cursing, Garivald blundered west through the forest, blazing now and then but
al so doing his best to shake off the Gelzers. He finally did; they weren't
cowards, but the irregulars knew the routes they'd made through these woods
better than they did. Munderic's nmen had nade false trails, too, and punished
the G el zers from anbush when they canme chargi ng down t hem

Every tinme he cane on sone of his fellows, Garivald had to tell them Miunderic
was dead. It tore at him he hadn't had such a hard tine speaking of a death
since his owmn father's. At |east, near sundown, the irregul ars- those who
survived- gathered in a clearing well to the west of the one they'd called
their omn. Garivald started to say sonething. Then he saw all of them | ooking
straight at him "Not nme!" he exclained, but his conrades nodded as one nan
He never woul d have joined a band of irregulars on his own, but now he |led
one.

Si x

Cone on!" Sergeant Werferth shouted. "Keep noving. That's what we've got to
do, keep noving. W're calling the tune now, not those Unkerl anter barbarians.
Shake a | eg, boys, or you'll be sorry."

"Slave driver," Sidroc nuttered to Ceorl as they tranped south and west over a
field in southern Unkerlant. "All he needs is a whip."

"Shut up, boy," the ruffian answered. "Don't give himideas." But he didn't
sound so sour as usual. Plegnmund's Brigade was noving forward for the first
tinme in weeks, and that made up for a nultitude of failings.

"There." Werferth pointed to a couple of troops of Al garvian behenoths up
ahead. "W'll formup with them"

"If they don't try and bl aze us or toss eggs at us first, we will," Ceorl
said, and spat in the snow "Half the time, these fornicating idiots think
we' re Unkerl anters our own selves." He spat again, as offended as any

Fort hwegi an woul d be to get mistaken for his cousins to the west.

Si droc nade such excuses for the Al garvians as he could: "Sone of these
fellows we're seeing here at the front don't |ook |ike they ever set eyes on
an Unkerlanter before, let alone a Forthwegian. They've been doi ng occupation
duty sonewhere off in the east."

"Powers below eat "emfor it, too," Ceorl said. "They've been eating and
drinking and screw ng thenselves silly, and we've been doing their fighting
and dying for them About tine they started earning their cursed keep."

"Aye, that's so," Sidroc admtted. "It won't do us nuch good if they do decide
we' re Unkerl anters, though."

For a nonent, it |ooked as if the behenoth crews would think the nen shouting
and wavi ng and advanci ng on them bel onged to the eneny. Only when the

Al garvian officers |eading the Forthwegians cane out in front of themdid the
redheads on the behenpths relax... a little.

"Pl egmund' s Brigade?" one of themsaid as Sidroc and his conrades approached.
"What in the futtering blazes is Plegnmund's Brigade? Sounds |ike a futtering

di sease, that's what." A couple of the other troopers on the behenoth | aughed
and nodded.



Not bothering to keep his voice down, Sidroc asked Werferth, "Sergeant, can we
whal e the stuffing out of these redheaded fools before we go on and deal with
t he Unkerl ant ers?”

Wth what |ooked Iike real regret, Wrferth shook his head. Since Sidroc had
spoken in Forthwegi an, the Al garvians aboard the behenpbth didn't know what
he'd said. But one of the redheaded officers with the Brigade said what
amounted to the sanme thing- "We'll show you what we are, by the powers above!"
-and said it in unm stakabl e Al garvian

Sidroc stood very straight, his chest swelling with pride. But Ceorl only
grunted. "That neans they'|ll spend us the way a rich whore spends coppers.
They' Il throw us away to prove we're brave."

"Bite your tongue, curse it!" Werferth exclained. Sidroc was scowing, too;
Ceorl's words had a horrid feel of probability to them

The soldiers of Plegnund's Brigade had to march hard to keep up with the
advanci ng behenoths. "Bastards would slow down a little for their own kind,"
Si droc grunbl ed.

"Maybe, " Werferth said. "But maybe not, too. Getting there fast counts in this
busi ness. "

War had al ready swept its red-hot rake over the countryside, swept it com ng
and going. Al the villages had been fought over, nost of themtwi ce, sone, by
their ook, nore often than that. The Unkerlanter soldiers based in the ruined
vill ages seenmed astonished to find King Mezentio's nen noving forward once
nor e

Astoni shed or not, the Unkerlanters fought hard. From everything Sidroc had
seen, they always did. But footsoldiers wthout behenoths were at a great

di sadvant age facing footsoldiers with them Sidroc had al ready had his nose
rubbed in that |esson. Before long, and at small cost, they cleared severa
vill ages, one after the other

"Forward!" shouted the Al garvian officers attached to Pl egnund' s Bri gade.
"Forward!" shouted the officers who | ed the behenoths. Across the snowy
fields, Sidroc saw Al garvian footsoldiers nmoving forward, too

"We' ve doubl ed back around the Unkerlanters,” he said in considerable
excitement. "If we can cut themoff, we'll give '"ema good kick in the arse.”

"Thanks, Marshal Sidroc,"” Ceorl said. "I'"'msure you'll be telling King
Mezenti o where to go and what to do one fine day."

"Il tell you where to go and what to do when the powers bel ow drag you down
there," Sidroc retorted.

And that was plenty to set Ceorl off. "Don't you talk to me like that, you son
of a whore," he snarled. "You talk to me like that, I'Il cut your fornicating
heart out and eat it with onions."

Back in the Brigade's training canp, Ceorl had frightened the whey out of
Sidroc. He was a robber, likely a nurderer, and Sidroc had led a quiet,
prosperous life till the war turned everything on its head. But a | ot had
changed since the Brigade cane to Unkerlant. Sidroc had seen and done things
every bit as dreadful as anything Ceorl had done. He | ooked at the ruffian and
said, "Come ahead. 1'll give you all you want."



Ceorl| snarled again and grabbed for his knife. "Stop that, you stupid buggers,

or you'll answer to the redheads," Sergeant Werferth grow ed. "After we win
the war, you two can do whatever you want to each other, and | won't care a
fart's worth. Till then, you' re stuck with each other."

Sidroc kept his hand on his own knife hilt till he saw Ceorl lower his. As the

Fort hwegi ans marched on, he kept watching his countryman. In spite of
Werferth's order, he didn't trust Ceorl. Ceorl was watching him too. The way
he wat ched reassured Sidroc- it wasn't contenptuous, but a | ook that said
Ceorl| had sonething to worry about, and knew it.

Werferth was watching both of them "Powers above, you |lackwits, show sone
sense," he said after about half a mle. "Wat's the point in going after each
ot her when the Unkerlanters are liable to do worse to you than either one of
you coul d dream of ?"

That hel d an unpl easant anbunt of sense. Sidroc saw as much at once. For a
wonder, Ceorl saw it, too. The frozen, twi sted corpses lying in the snow they
passed made it easier for Werferth to get his point across.

Soneone up ahead shouted and pointed. There were nore Unkerlanters, tranping
south across the plains. They had a few behenpbths with them but only a few
Oficers' whistles squealed in Plegnund's Brigade and anong the Al garvi ans.
The sane order rang out anong themall: "Forward!"

Swenmel s men, intent on their retreat, didn't notice the attack devel opi ng
against their flank till too late. Sidroc soon discovered why: they were
falling back under pursuit fromthe north. Eggs burst anong them kicking up
puffs of snow and knocki ng over footsoldiers and a coupl e of behenoths. One of
t he behenmoths, to his disappointnment, scranbled back to its feet, though

wi t hout nost of its crew

H s conrades and he fl opped down in the snow and started blazing at the
Unkerl anters. The Al garvian behenoths plastered themw th nore eggs. Beans
from heavy sticks seared three Al garvian behenoths in quick succession. They
al so sent up great gouts of steam when they bit into the snow.

"Forward!" the officers cried, and the men of Plegnmund's Brigade, along with
their Algarvian allies, got up again and rushed toward the eneny.

W're going to get killed, Sidroc thought, even as he slogged through the
snow. He'd seen Unkerlanter troops fierce in attack and stubborn in defense.
Now, for once, he saw themtaken by surprise and panic-stricken. A few of the
men in rock-gray tunics stood their ground and bl azed at the Al garvians and
Fort hwegi ans, but nore sinply fled. Quite a fewthrew their hands in the air
and surrender ed.

"You're a Gelzer?" one of those asked Sidroc as Sidroc stole his weapon and
nmoney and food. Unkerl anter and Forthwegi an were cousins; Sidroc had no great
troubl e understandi ng the question

"No. Plegmund's Brigade," he answered. That didn't seemto nmean anything to
the captive. Well, we'll nake it nean sonething to these whoresons, Sidroc

t hought. He gestured with his stick. The Unkerl anter, hands still high, headed
north, away fromthe fighting. Sooner or |later, soneone would take charge of
him He was far fromthe only captive who needed to be gathered in.

King Swemrel's soldiers kept running. Afewtried to make a stand in a little
village in the path of Plegmund's Brigade, but the Forthwegi ans were so cl ose
behind them they got in anpbng the houses at al nost the sane tine as the
Unkerl anters did.



Shrieks froma couple of peasant huts brought how s of delight fromthe nmen of
the Brigade. "Whnen!" sonebody yelled, as if those screans needed to be
identified. Either the |ocal peasants had never left this place or they'd
returned, thinking men who fought for Mezentio would never cone so far again.
If that was what they'd thought, they' d m scal cul at ed.

They' d al so given the Forthwegi ans one nore reason to finish off the eneny
soldiers in the village as fast as they could. The Unkerlanters woul dn't have
| asted | ong anyhow, not when they were badly outnunbered and unable to forma
defensive line. As things were, they vanished as if they had never been

And then the other hunt was on. By twos and threes, the nen of Plegnmund's
Bri gade hamered down the door to every hut in the village.

Only an ancient wonan and an even nore ancient nan stared in horror as Sidroc
and Ceorl and another trooper burst into the hut where they'd lived for nost
if not all of their lives. Ceorl stared in disgust. "You' re no cursed good!"
he excl ai red, and bl azed t hem bot h.

But screanms and excited shouts from next door sent the nmen from Pl egnund' s
Bri gade rushing over there. Two of their conrades were hol ding a wonan down
while a third punped between her | egs. One of the men hol ding her |ooked up
and said, "Wait your turn, boys. Wn't be long- we've all gone without for a
long tine."

Sidroc took his turn when it cane. Back in Gonmheort, there were | aws agai nst
such things. No law here, only winners and | osers. The Unkerl anter peasant
worman had st opped screamnming. Sidroc knelt and thrust and grunted as pl easure
shot through him Then he got to his feet, fixed his drawers, and picked up
his stick, which he'd set down for a little while.

Ceorl took his place. He was gl ad he'd gone before the ruffian; it rmade him
less likely to need a physician's services |ater on

Qut side, whistles were screeching. Al garvian officers were yelling: "Forward!
Cone on, you filthy cockhounds!"

Regretfully, Sidroc left the hut. The chilly wind snote him Sergeant Werferth
waved himsouth and west. "Did you get any?" Sidroc asked

Werferth nodded. "Wuldn't let it go to waste."

Wth a nod of his own, Sidroc fell in behind the squad | eader. The arny was
advancing. He'd enjoyed the fruits of victory. War didn't | ook so bad.

* * *

"Anot her big Al garvian victory near Durrwangen!" a news-sheet vendor shouted
to Vanai. "Unkerlanters falling back in disorder!" He waved the sheet, doing
his best to tenpt her

"No," she said, and hurried past himtoward her block of flats. She had to
hurry. She'd been out |onger than she'd planned to be. Sonehow, tine had got
away from her. She didn't know how | ong she would go on | ooking like a

For t hwegi an.

Wirse, she woul dn't know when she stopped | ooking |ike a Forthwegi an. She
couldn't see the spell that kept her safe. It was for others, not for herself.

She was al nost running now. She kept waiting for the cry of, "Kaunian!" to



ring out behind her. Ch, her hair was dyed bl ack, but that woul dn't save her
once her features shifted.

Only a few nore blocks to go- a few nore crowded bl ocks, a few nore bl ocks
full of Forthwegians, full of people all too many of whom hated Kauni ans. If
t he Forthwegi ans hadn't hated Kauni ans, how could the Al garvians have done
what they'd done to Vanai's people? They couldn't. She knew it only too well.

She i magi ned she felt the enchantnment slipping anay. O course it was

i magi nati on; she couldn't feel the enchantnent at all, any nore than she coul d
see it. But she could feel the fright welling up inside her. If she couldn't
renew the spell- if she couldn't renew it now she thought she would go nad.
Wait till she got to the flat? It mght be too |late. Powers above, it m ght be
too | atel

And then she let out what was al nost a sob of relief. Not the block of flats-
not even her street, not yet- but the next best thing: the Forthwegian

apot hecary's shop whose proprietor had given her nmedicine for Eal stan even

t hough, in those days, she'd not only been a Kauni an but |ooked |ike one, and
who' d passed her spell on to the other Kaunians in Eoforwic.

She had a length of yellow yarn and a length of dark brown in her handbag. She
al ways kept themthere agai nst energenci es- but she hadn't thought today woul d
turn out to be an energency, not when she went outside she hadn't. |If the

apot hecary would |l et her use a back roomfor a few minutes, she'd be safe
again for hours on end.

When she wal ked in, he was nolding pills in alittle metal press. "Good day,"
he said from behind the high counter. "And how may | hel p you?"

"Could | please go into sone quiet little roon?" she asked. "Wen | cone out
again, 1'll feel much better, nuch... safer.” She was pretty sure he already
knew she was a Kauni an- who el se but a Kauni an woul d have gi ven hi m such a
spel | ? Even so, fear made her stop short of coming out and saying it.

But he only smiled and nodded and said, "Of course. Cone around behind here
and right on into ny storeroom Take as nuch tinme as you need. |'msure you'l
| ook the sanme when you conme out as you do now. "

The spell hadn't slipped yet, then. "Powers above bl ess you!" Vanai excl ai nmed,
and hurried into the room The apothecary shut the door behind her and, she
supposed, went back to grinding pills.

Only a small, dimlanp Iit the room It was full of jars and vials and pots
that crowded shelves and one little table set into a back corner. Vana
breathed in a heady m xture of poppy juice and mnt and licorice and | aure
and canphor and at |east half a dozen other odors she couldn't nane right
away. She took a couple of long, deep breaths and smiled. If she had anything
wrong with her lungs, she wouldn't when she cane out.

She fished through her handbag- far |ess convenient than a belt pouch, but
Fort hwegi an wonen didn't belt their tunics, using themto conceal their
figures- till she found the I engths of yarn. She set themon the table,
twi sting themtogether, and began her chant.

Because it was in classical Kaunian, a forbidden | anguage in Forthweg these
days, she kept her voice very low. she didn't want to endanger the apothecary
who' d done so nuch for her and for Kaunians all over the kingdom She would
have been amazed if he were able to hear her through the door

Just as she was finishing the cantrip, she distinctly heard hi msay, "Good



day. And how may | hel p you gentl enen?" Maybe he spoke a little | ouder than
usual to warn her soneone el se had cone into the shop; maybe the wood of the
door just wasn't very thick. Either way, she was glad she'd incanted quietly.
She waited in the little storeroom sure the apothecary would |l et her know
when it was safe to cone out.

And then one of the newconers said, "You are sonmeone who knows of the filthy
magi cs the Kauni an scum nake to di sgui se thensel ves." He spoke fl uent

Fort hwegi an, but with a trilling Al garvian accent.

"I don't know what you're tal king about,"” the apothecary answered calny. "Can
| interest you in a horehound-and-honey cough elixir? You sound stuffy, and
|'ve just mixed up a new batch."

In the little storeroom Vanai shivered with terror. She hadn't wanted to
bring the man danger by casting her spell too |oudly, but she'd brought him
wor se danger, deadly danger, by asking himto pass it on to her fell ow
Kauni ans. And now t he redheads were here, and one junp away from her

She wanted to junp out fromthe storeroomand attack them as if she were the
heroi ne of one of the trashy Forthwegi an romances of which she'd read so nmany
whil e cooped up in the flat. Commobn sense told her that would only ruin her
along with the apot hecary. She stayed where she was, hating herself for it.

"You are a whorehound, and a son of a whorehound besides," the Al garvian said.
He and his conrade both laughed loudly at his wit. "You are also a lying son
of a whorehound, and you are going to pay for it. Cone with us right now, and
we shall have the truth fromyou."

"I have given you the truth," the apothecary said.

"You have given us dung, and told us it is perfune," the Algarvian retorted.
"Now you corme with us, or we blaze you where you stand. Here! Hold! \Wat are
you doi ng?"
"Taking a pill," the apothecary said, his voice easy and relaxed. "I|'ve been
getting over the grippe. Let me swallow it down, and | am yours."

"You are ours, all right. Now we have you in our grip." Mezentio's man, along
with his other depravities, fancied hinself a punster.

"I go with you under protest, for you are seizing an innocent man," the
apot hecary sai d.

That sent both Algarvians into gales of |laughter. Vanai |eaned forward and
ever so cautiously pressed her ear to the door. Receding footsteps told her of
t he redheads' departure with their captive. She didn't hear the front door

sl am behi nd them The Al garvians woul dn't care who plundered the shop, while

t he apothecary, bless him was giving her a way to slip off w thout draw ng
notice to herself.

She waited. Then she opened the door the tiniest crack and peered out. Not
seei ng anyone, she darted out frombehind the counter and into the front part
of the shop, as if she were an ordinary custoner. Then, as casually as she
could, she left the place and strode out onto the street.

Nobody asked her what she was doing coning out of the shop bare minutes after
a couple of Al garvians had haul ed away the proprietor. Nobody paid her any
heed at all, in fact. A good-sized crowd had gat hered down at the end of the
bl ock.



Confident now that she woul d keep on | ooki ng Forthwegi an, Vanai hurried over
to find out what was going on. She saw two redheads in the middle of the
crowd: they overtopped the Forthwegi ans around them by several inches. One of
themsaid, "We did not touch him by the powers above! He just fell over."

She'd heard that voice in the apothecary's shop. The Al garvian wasn't punning
now. Hi s partner bent down, disappearing fromVanai's view. A nmonent |ater, he
spoke in his own | anguage: "He's dead."

The day was cool and gl oony, but sunshine burst in Vanai. She didn't know, but
she woul d have bet her |ife what the apothecary had taken had nothing to do
with the grippe. The Al garvians reached the sane concl usion a heartbeat |ater.
They both started cursing in their own | anguage. "He cheated us, the stinking
bugger!" cried the one who'd done all the talking in Forthwegi an.

"If he weren't already dead, 1'd kill himfor that," the other one answered.

The one who did the talking in Forthwegian started waving his arnms. That got

himattention, not |east because he held a short, deadly | ooking stick in his
right hand. "Go away!" he shouted. "This crimnal, this dog who hid Kauni ans,
has escaped our justice, but the fight against the nenace of the blonds goes

on."

Vanai wondered how many in the crowd were sorcerously disgui sed Kauni ans |ike
hersel f. Because the Forthwegian nmajority left without a word of protest, she
couldn't stay. She had to act as it she were a person who despi sed her own
kind. It left her sick inside, even as she realized she had no choi ce.

She had to wal k past the apothecary's shop on the way back to her bl ock of
flats. People were already going in and starting to clean the place out. Vana
wanted to scream at them but would good woul d that do? Again, none at all. It
woul d only draw the Al garvians' notice, the one thing she couldn't afford, the
thi ng the apothecary had kept from happeni ng.

"He's dead because of what | did," she said to Eal stan when he cane hone that
evening. "How do | live with that?"

"He'd want you to," Ealstan answered. "He killed hinmself so Mezentio's nen
couldn't pry anything about you out of him and so they couldn't tornent him
of course."

"But they wouldn't have had anything to torment himabout if it weren't for
nme," Vanai said.

"And if it weren't for you and it weren't for him how nany Kauni ans who are
still alive would be dead now?" her husband returned.

It was a good question. It had no good answer. No matter how obvious its
truth, Vanai still felt terrible. And she had an argunent of her own: "He
shoul dn't have died for what he did. He should be a hero. He is a hero."

"Not to the Al garvians," Ealstan said.

"A pestilence take the Al garvians!" Vanai glared at him starting to get
really angry. "They're evil, nothing else."

"They woul d say the sanme about Kaunians. A |lot of Forthwegi ans would say the
sane about Kaunians," Ealstan replied. "They really believe it. | used to
thi nk they knew they were doing wong. |I'mnot so sure anynore."

"That doesn't make it any better," Vanai snapped. "If anything, that nakes it



worse. If they can't tell the difference between right and wong..."

"It nmakes it nmore conplicated,"” Ealstan said. "The nore | ook at things, the
nore conplicated they get.” His nouth twisted. "I wonder if your magic would
wor k on Ethel helm"”

"If it did, maybe he woul dn't have to sell hinself to the Al garvians any
nore." Vanai drummed her fingers on the table. "I suppose you're going to tel
nme that's conplicated, too."

"I sometines have sone synpathy for him" Eal stan answered. "He tried to nake
alittle bargain with the redheads, and-"

Vanai pounced. "And he found out you can't make a little bargain with evil."

Eal stan t hought about that. Slowy, he nodded. "Maybe you're right. Ethel hel m
woul d say you were."
"I should hope so," Vanai said. "When you're a nouse, there's nothing
conplicated about a hawk." She stared a challenge at Eal stan. He didn't argue
wi th her, which was one of the w ser things he'd done, or hadn't done, since
they were narri ed.

* * *

Cornel u thought no one coul d possibly hate the Al garvians nore than he did.
They' d i nvaded and occupi ed his ki ngdom Powers above, they'd invaded and
occupied his wife. But the two nen who net himat the |eviathan pen in Setuba
har bor gave hi m pause.

They stared at himout of chilly, gray-blue eyes. "You | ook too rmuch Iike one
of Mezentio's men," one of themsaid in Lagoan spoken with a rather nushy
Val mi eran accent.

He drew hinmself up with all the dignity he had. "I amof Sibiu," he replied.
"This for Mezentio's nen." He spat on the tinmbers of the pier

"Sonme Sibians fight side by side with Al garve,"” the other Valnieran said.
"Sonme Sibians..." He spoke too rapidly for Cornelu to follow

VWhat ever it was, the tone made himbristle. Switching to classical Kaunian, he
said, "Perhaps you will explain yourself, sir, in a |language with which | am
nore fam liar than that of this kingdom O perhaps you will apol ogize for
what certainly sounded as if it mght be a slur against ny owm honel and."

"I apol ogi ze for nothing," the second Valmeran said in the | anguage of his
i mperial ancestors. "I spoke nothing but the truth: some of your countrynen,
in Algarvian service, go forward because sone of ny fellow Kauni ans were
nmurdered to make nmmgi ¢ agai nst the Unkerlanters."

Cornelu started to let his tenper slip. But then he checked hinself. Sibiu was
occupi ed, aye. The ki ngdom was sad and hungry and grim He'd seen it for
hinself after his leviathan was killed off his hone island of Tirgoviste, seen
it till he could escape again. He had no doubt that a good many Sibians known
to be unfriendly to King Mezentio no |onger renai ned anong the living. But the
Val mieran was right: Mezentio's minions hadn't started massacring Sibians, as
t hey had Kauni ans from Fort hweg.

He bowed and spoke one word: "Algarve." Then he spat again.

The Val m erans | ooked at each other. Gudgingly, the one who'd accused Cornelu



of | ooking too nuch |ike one of Mezentio's men said, "It could be that even
men with red hair can hate Al garve."

Lagoas was a |l and of nostly redhaired fol k. Sonehow, the Valm eran exiles

seened not to have noticed that. Still speaking classical Kaunian- his Lagoan
remai ned bad, and Sibian, being so close to Al garvian, wuld have set their
teeth on edge if they understood it- Cornelu said, "I shall take you across

the Strait of Valm era. Help your countrynen resist.”

That |ast was a barb of its owm. A lot of Val merans, nobles and comoners

ali ke, weren't resisting but acquiescing in Algarvian rule. By the way the two
exiles flinched, they knew it too well. Jelgava was the sane way; Cornelu had
brought hone a sorcerously disguised Kuusaman who was stirring up trouble

t here.

"Let us be off," the first Val meran said. "Enough tal k back and forth."

"That is well said," Cornelu answered. It was, as far as he was concerned, the
first thing these supercilious blonds had said well. One could see why the

Al garvians... He shook his head. He didn't want his thoughts gliding down that
ley line, even in annoyance.

He sl apped the surface of the water in the |eviathan pen. That | et the beast
know who he was and that he was allowed, even required, to be here. Had he got
into the water without the slaps, the | eviathan nmi ght have recogni zed hi m
they' d been working together for a while now Had the arrogant Val m erans got
into the water without the recognition signal, their end woul d have been swift
and unpl easant .

Up to the surface came the leviathan. It pointed its |ong, toothy snout at
Cornelu and let out a surprisingly shrill squeak. He patted the slick, snooth
skin, then reached into a bucket on the pier and tossed it a couple of fish.
They di sappeared as if they had never been, fast enough to nake anyone

wat ching gl ad the |eviathan was tane and wel | trained.

Smiling an unpl easant snile, Cornelu threw the beast another nmackerel. As its
great teeth closed on the tidbit, he turned that smle on the Val nmi erans he
was to ferry across the strait and back to their own ki ngdom "Shall we go,
gentl emren?" he asked as he slid down into the water.

They | ooked at each other before answering. At |ast, one of themsaid, "Aye,"
and they both got in.

They weren't leviathan-riders; if Cornelu had to guess, he would have said
they' d never done this before, not even once. He had to show them how to
secure themselves in harness, and howto lie still along the |eviathan's back
and not give the beast even inadvertent signals. "It would be unfortunate if
you did that," he remarked.

"How unfortunate?" one of the Val m erans asked.
"That depends,” Cornelu replied. "You mght live. On the other hand..." He was
exaggerating, but he didn't want his passengers annoying or confusing the

| evi at han.

When he was sure everything was ready, he waved to the Lagoans who handl ed t he
nets that forned the pen. They waved back and | et down one side; the |eviathan
swam out of the pen and into the harbor channel that led to the sea.

Cornelu wasn't quite so happy as usual to be | eaving Setubal. The reason for
that was sinple: he wasn't alone with his thoughts, as he so often was on



| evi at hanback, and as he craved to be. He had conpany, and not the best of
conpany, either.

They weren't seanen, despite the rubber suits and spells that kept themfrom
freezing or drowning in the chilly waters of the Strait of Valmera. And they
were Val m eran nobl es, which neant that to them even a mnor noble of Algarvic
bl ood Ii ke Cornelu wasn't far renoved froma savage hunting wild boar in the
forest. They kept tal king about himin Valmeran. He didn't speak it, but
enough words were recogni zably simlar to their classical Kaunian ancestors
for himto have no trouble figuring out they weren't paying himconplinments.

By the powers above, Valm era deserved to have the Al garvians run over it,
Cornelu thought. If Mezentio's nen were only a little smarter, they m ght have
sl aughtered all the nobles there- and even nore so in Jelgava- and won the
conmmoners to them forever. But they hadn't. They'd worked through the nobles
who would work with them and replaced others with men nore cooperative but no
| ess nasty. And so both kingdons still had rebellions sinmering against the
occupi ers.

Maybe these fellows would help bring the rebellion in Valmera fromsinmer to
boil. That woul d be good; it would distract the Al garvians fromtheir even

bi gger troubl es el sewhere. But Cornelu woul dn't have bet nuch above a copper

onit. He didn't want anything to do with them Wy would anyone with a dram
of sense in their own kingdomthink any different?

He knew not hing but relief when he saw the coast of the Derl avai an nai nl and
crawl up over the horizon. It had been an easy trip across the Strait: no
eneny ley-line ships, no |leviathans, only a couple of dragons off in the

di stance- and neither of their dragonfliers had spotted the |eviathan

"I's this the place where you are to |and us?" one of the Val m erans denanded.
"Are you sure this is the place where you are to |and us?" He sounded as if he
didn't think Cornelu could find his way across the street, |let alone across a
hundred niles of ocean

"By the |l andmarks, by the configuration of the ley lines, this is the place
where | amto land you," the leviathan-rider answered with such patience as he
could nuster. "Swimto shore and tw st the Algarvians' tails for them"

The two bl onds struck out awkwardly toward the I and a coupl e of hundred yards
away. Cornelu would go no closer, for fear of beaching his |eviathan. The
Val m erans couldn't drown, no matter how hard they tried, not with the spells
laid on them If they had to, they would wal k across the seabottomto the
shore, breathing as if they were fish. Cornelu felt a little guilty about not
wi shing them good luck, but only a little.

They didn't bring himany luck, not on the way back to Setubal. An Al garvian
dragonflier spotted his |eviathan and dropped a coupl e of eggs cl ose enough to

it to panic the beast- and very nearly close enough to hurt or kill it. The
| evi at han swam at random deep underwater, till at last it had to surface once
nor e.

That m ght have been the best thing it could have done. When it did spout, the
dragon was far away; the Al garvian aboard it mnmust have assuned that Cornelu
woul d run straight south for Setubal. And so he mi ght have, but he hadn't
anything to do with it. The | eviathan had swum al nost due west- in the
direction of Algarve itself. Cornelu would have |loved to attack Mezentio's

| and, but he had no weapons with which to do it, not this tine.

He regai ned control over the leviathan during its next dive, and did manage to
lead it away fromthe Al garvian dragon. The search spirals the dragon flew



wor ked against it this time, carrying it farther and farther from Cornelu. At
| ast, when he was sure the dragonflier couldn't possibly see him he waved a
courteous good-bye. It was a relieved good-bye, too. He hesitated to adnmit
that, even to hinself.

About hal fway across the Strait, he spied a great many dragons ahead. That
meant only one thing: the Lagoans and Al garvians were fighting at sea. On a

| evi at han not carrying eggs, Cornelu should have stayed away. He knew that. He
could do nothing. But the spectacle of the fight would be riveting in itself.
He steered the leviathan toward it.

A Lagoan |l ey-line cruiser was engaging two lighter, swifter Al garvian vessels.
They tossed eggs at one another and bl azed away with sticks that drew their
sorcerous energy fromthe world' s grid over which the ships travel ed: sticks
far larger and heavier and nore powerful than any that coul d have been nade
nobi |l e on | and.

More eggs fell fromthe dragons overhead. But they couldn't swoop to drop them
wi th deadly accuracy, as they night have agai nst footsol diers. Those potent
sticks woul d have blazed them out of the sky had they dared. And so the
dragons wheel ed and fought anobng thensel ves hi gh above the bigger fray on the
surface of the sea. The eggs their dragonfliers dropped churned the Strait,

but few struck hone.

Soneone aboard the Lagoan cruiser spotted Cornelu atop his leviathan. A stick
swung his way with terrifying speed. "No, you fools, I'ma friend!" he
shout ed, which of course did no good at all

The beam mi ssed, but not by much. A patch of ocean perhaps fifty yards from
the leviathan turned all at once to steam with a noise as of a red-hot iron
behermot h suddenly falling into the sea. The leviathan didn't know that was
dangerous. Cornelu did. He urged the beast into a dive and took it away from
the fight he shouldn't have approached.

When he got back to Setubal, he learned the cruiser had sunk, as had one of
its Algarvian foes. The other, badly damaged, was |inping toward hone with
nore Lagoan ships in pursuit. No one really owned the Strait. Cornelu doubted
anyone woul d, not till the Derlavaian War was as good as won. Till then, both
si des woul d keep struggling over it.

* * *

A new man in Istvan's squad, a fellow named Hevesi, cane up to the front from
regi nental headquarters with orders to be alert because of a possible

Unkerl anter attack and with gossip that had his hazel eyes bugging out of his
head. "You'll never guess, Sergeant," he said to Istvan after relaying the
order. "By the stars, you couldn't guess if you tried for the next five
years."

"Well, you'd better tell me, then," Istvan said reasonably.

"Aye, speak up," Szonyi agreed. Safe behind a tinber ranpart, he stood up to
show that he towered over Hevesi, as he did over nost people. "Speak up before
somebody decides to tear the words out of you."

"Anyt hi ng new woul d be welcone in this dreary w |l derness,” Corporal Kun added.
The rest of the soldiers crowded toward Hevesi so they could hear, too.

He grinned, pleased at the effect he'd created. "No need to get pushy," he
said. "I"lIl talk. I'mglad to talk, to spit it out." He spoke with the accent
of the northeastern nountain provinces of Gyongyos, an accent so nuch |ike



I stvan's that he might have cone fromonly a few valleys away.

When he still didn't start talking right away, Szonyi |ooned over him and
runbled, "Qut withit, little man."

Hevesi wasn't so little as all that. But he was a good-natured fellow and
didn't get angry, as many Gyongyosians m ght have. "All right." For dramatic
effect, he lowered his voice to not nmuch nore than a whisper: "I hear that, up
a couple of reginents north of us, they burned three nen for- goat-eating."

Everyone who heard himexclainmed in horror. But Hevesi didn't know his
contrades were expressing two different kinds of horror. |Istvan hoped he never
found out, either. Eating goat's flesh was the worst aboni nati on Gyongyos
recogni zed. |stvan and several of his conrades knew the sin fromthe inside
out. If anyone but Captain Tivadar ever discovered that they knew, they were
dooned. Sone of their horror was disgust at thenselves, sone a fear others

m ght | earn what they'd done.

"How did they cone to do that?" asked Lajos, who'd already shown nore interest
in goats and goat's flesh than |Istvan was confortable wth

"They overran one of those little forest villages you stunbl e across every
once in a while," Hevesi answered. |stvan nodded. He and his squad had overrun
such a village hinself, and doubted if any nmountain valley in all of Gyongyos
were so isolated. Hevesi went on, "The accursed Unkerl anters keep goats, of
course. And these three just slaughtered one and roasted it and ate of the
flesh." He shudder ed.

"Of their own free will?" Kun asked. "Know ngly?"
"By the stars, they did," Hevesi said.

Kun bared his teeth in what was anything but a smle. In the tones of a man
passi ng sentence, he said, "I expect they deserved it, then."

"Aye." Istvan could speak with conviction, too. "If they did it and they knew
what they were doing, that sets them beyond the pale. There might be sone
excuse for letting themlive if they didn't." He wouldn't | ook at the scar on
hi s hand, but he could feel the blood pulsing through it.

"I don't know that it really much matters, Sergeant. If they ate goat..."
Hevesi drew his thunb across his throat.

"By the stars, that's right," Lajos said. "No excuse for that sort of filthy
busi ness. None." He spoke with great certainty.

"Well, there are those who would tell you you're right, and plenty of 'em
I stvan said, wishing with all his heart that Hevesi had conme back to his squad
with any other gossip but that. The way things | ooked, he would never be able
to escape fromgoat-eating and stories about goat-eating as |long as he |ived.

"What was that?" Szonyi suddenly pointed east. "Did you hear sonething from
t he Unkerl ant ers?"

The question nade soldiers separate as fast as Hevesi's gossip had brought

t hem toget her. Men snatched up their sticks and scranbled off to | oophol es and
good bl azing positions. Istvan wouldn't have thought that standing on the
defensive cane naturally to the warrior race the Gyongyosi ans prided

t hensel ves on being. But they'd seened willing enough to give the Unkerlanters
the initiative; by all the signs, they'd never quite known what to do with it
t hensel ves.



After an anxi ous pause here, they rel axed. "Looks |ike you were wong," |stvan
told Szonyi .

"Aye. Looks like | was. Doesn't break ny heart."
up and down in a shrug.

Szonyi's broad shoul ders went

Kun said, "Better to be alert about sonething that isn't there than to mss
sonething that is."

"That's right," Istvan said gravely. The three veterans, and a couple of other
men in the squad, nodded with nore solemity than the remark m ght have
deserved. Istvan suspected Szonyi hadn't heard anythi ng what soever out of the
ordinary. He had nmanaged to get Hevesi and the rest of the squad to stop
tal ki ng about- nore inportant, to stop thinking about- the abom nation of

goat -eati ng, though, and that, as far as Istvan was concerned, was all to the
good.

Kun mi ght have been thinking along with him Behind the | enses of his
spectacles, his eyes slid toward Szonyi. "Sonetimes you're not as foolish as
you | ook," he remarked, and then spoiled it by adding, "Sonetines, of course,
you bl oody well are."

"Thanks," Szonyi said. "Thanks ever so nuch. 1'll renmenber you in ny

ni ght mares. "

"Enough," Istvan said. "I've had enough of saying, 'Enough,' to the two of
you. "

And then he made a sharp chopping notion with his right hand, urging Szonyi
and Kun and the rest of the squad to silence. Sonewhere in the woods out in
front of them a twi g had snapped- not an inagi nary one |ike Szonyi's, but
unquestionably real. There was plenty of snow and ice out there; its weight
somet i nes broke great boughs. Those sharp reports could panic a reginent. This
one m ght have been sonething like that, but smaller. O it might have been an
Unker| anter nmaking a m st ake.

"What do you think, Sergeant?" Kun's voice was a thin thread of whisper

I stvan's shrug barely noved one shoulder. "I think we'd better find out." He
made a little gesture that could be seen fromthe side but not from ahead.
"Szonyi, with me."

"Aye, Sergeant," Szonyi said. |Istvan could hear the answer. He didn't think
any of Swenmmel's nmen would be able to, even if they were just on the other
side of the redoubt.

Kun | ooked offended. Istvan didn't care. Kun was a good soldier. Szonyi was a

better one, especially noving forward. But then, instead of getting angry, Kun
said sonething sensible: "Let me use ny little sorcery. That will tell you if

anyone's out there before you go."

After a couple of heartbeats' thought, Istvan nodded. "Aye. Go ahead. Do it."
The charmwas very sinple. If it hadn't been very sinple, the forner nmge's
apprentice wouldn't have been able to use it. Wien he was done, he said one

word: " Sonebody. "

"There woul d be." Istvan gestured to Szonyi. "Let's go find out. The idea is
to come back, understand, not just to disappear out there."



"I"mnot stupid," Szonyi answered. |stvan wasn't altogether sure that was
true, but he didn't argue.

They left the redoubt to the rear, shielded fromthe enenmy's sight- and from
his sticks- by the snow covered logs piled up in front. Istvan gestured to the
left. Szonyi nodded. Both the gesture and the nod were snmall, all but
unnoticeable. In their white smocks, Istvan and Szonyi m ght have been a
couple of nmoving drifts of snow. Istvan felt cold as a snowdrift.

But, even as he nuttered inaudibly to hinself about that, he also felt like a
proper warrior again. He wondered about that. It perplexed him Saying it

al armed hi mwoul dn't have been far shy of the mark, either. He'd seen enough
fighting to last hima lifetinme, probably two. Way go | ooking for nore?

Because that's what |'ve been trained to do, he thought, but that wasn't the
whol e answer, or even any great part of it. Because if | don't go |ooking for
it, it'"ll come looking for me. At that, he nodded again, though he was carefu
to keep the hood of his snock | ow and expose none of his face to an eneny's
beam

He knew what he was doing in the snow. He'd had enough practice init, after
all; his hone valley was worse in winter than these woods ever dreant of
being. He got within five or six feet of an erm ne before it realized he was
there. He'd spotted it by the triangle of black dots that nmarked its eyes and
nose and the black spot at the very tip of its tail that never went white in
winter. It drew back in sudden horror when it spied or scented him baring a
pink nouth full of needle teeth. Then it scurried behind a tree trunk and
vani shed.

Istvan followed it, not in any real pursuit but because that beech al so gave
him cover fromthe east. The ermi ne, by then, was gone, only tiny tracks in
t he snow showi ng where it had run

Szonyi had found cover behind a pine not far away. He gl anced toward |stvan
who paused for a noment, taking his bearings. Then Istvan pointed in the
direction fromwhich he thought the suspicious noise had conme. Szonyi

consi dered, then nodded. They both craw ed forward agai n.

Now t hey advanced separately, each one taking his own path to the target. If
sonet hi ng happens to nme, Szonyi will get back with the word, Istvan thought.
He hoped the converse was in Szonyi's mnd. He hoped even nore that the two of
them were right.

Have to be cl ose now, went through his nmnd a few mnutes later. He | ooked
around for Szonyi, but didn't see him He refused to let that worry him
Despite the stories told, silently killing a man wasn't that easy. Had
somet hi ng gone wong, he would have heard the struggle. So he told hinself, at
any rate.

He started to cone out frombehind a birch, then froze in the sense of not
nmovi ng as opposed to the sense of being cold. In the snowin front of the tree
were tracks- not the little marks of an ermine, but those of a man on
snowshoes. The Unkerlanters were very fond of snowshoes, and Istvan didn't
think any of his own folk had conme this way |ately.

A scout, he thought. Doesn't |ook |like nore than one man. Just a scout,
snoopi ng around to see what we're up to. That wasn't so bad. He vastly
preferred it to com ng across the forerunners of a brigade about to sweep down
on him Maybe the runor of attack Hevesi had brought was nothing but a runor.
The Unkerl anters have as nuch trouble putting enough nen into this fight as we
do. Different reasons, but as much trouble.



No sooner had that thought crossed his mnd than the Unkerlanter soldier cane
out frombehind a tree a couple of hundred yards away. |Istvan got only a
glinpse- other trees blocked his view and gave himhardly any chance for a
good bl aze.

He wasn't too inclined to take one anyhow, he had nore synpathy for Swemmel's
nen than he'd had when the war was new. But, a nonent |ater, the Unkerlanter
crunpled with a yow of pain- Szonyi, evidently, had a better spot and | ess
synpathy. "Back now " |stvan called, and headed off toward the redoubt. If
Swemmel 's nmen had hoped to catch the Gyongyosi ans hereabouts nappi ng, they'd
j ust been di sappoi nt ed.

* * *

Captured by the Al garvians the sumer before, retaken by Unkerlant only a
couple of nonths earlier, the starting point from which Marshal Rathar had
sent out his attacking colums to ravage the redheads further, Durrwangen was
under Al garvian attack again.

Now that it was too late to do himany good, Rathar understood the | esson
Mezentio's nen had taught him "W just pushed them back here and there," he
said to General Vatran. "W didn't pinch in behind them and destroy them the
way they did to us so nany tines."

"You wanted to nake themfight in front of rivers and such," Vatran said. "W
t hought they were pani cked, or else turning coward, when they wouldn't stand
and fight, but fell back instead."
"Never trust an Algarvian retreat," Rathar said solemly- mournfully, when you
got down to it. "They saved their nen, they concentrated them and then they
went and hit us with them"

"Di sgraceful, deceitful thing to go and do," Vatran said, as if the Al garvians
had pull ed of f some underhanded trick instead of one of the nore brilliant
counterattacks Rathar had ever seen. He would have appreciated it even nore
had it not been ainmed at him

"W were al nost up to Hagenow," he said, pointing to the map. Hi s voice grew

nmore nournful still. "We'd driven east all the way up to the border of Gelz.
And then, curse them the redheads bit back." He kicked at the floor of the
battered bank that housed his headquarters. "I knew they'd try. | didn't think

they could bite so hard, or with such sharp teeth."

As if to underscore that, nore eggs burst in Durrwangen, sone of themclose to
t he headquarters. He didn't have to worry about splinters of glass flying
through the air like shining knives to pierce him by now, he doubted whet her
any building in Durrwangen kept gl azed wi ndows. He knew perfectly well that

t he headquarters didn't.

"Shall we go down to the vault?" Vatran asked.
"Ch, very well." Rathar's voice was testy. He sel dom suggested such a thing
hinsel f; he was too proud for that. But he wasn't too proud to acknow edge
comon sense when he heard it.

Down in the vault, everyone- conmmanders, subordinate officers, runners,
crystal | omancers, secretaries, cooks, what have you- was crowded together as
tightly as sardines in a tin. People didn't even have oil to lubricate the
spaces between them They el bowed one another, trod on one another's toes,
breathed in one another's faces, and, without intending to at all, generally



made t hensel ves as unpl easant for one another as they coul d.

Above them around them the ground shuddered as if in torment. And that was
only fromthe sorcerous energy the Al garvian eggs rel eased when they burst. If
Mezentio's nages decided to start killing Kaunians... Turning to Vatran

Rat har asked, "Are our special sorcerous counterneasures in place?"

Speci al sorcerous counterneasures was a euphem sm for the peasants and
condemmed crimnals Unkerlanters had available and ready to slay to bl unt

Al garvian magi cs and to power spells against the redheads. Rathar was no nore
confortabl e than anyone el se- al ways excludi ng King Swemel, whose nmany vices
did not include hypocrisy- about calling murder by its right nane.

Vatran nodded. "Aye, lord Marshal. If they try and bring the roof down around
our ears with magecraft, we can try to hold it up the same way."

"Good," Rathar said, though he was anything but sure it was. He wi shed the

Al garvians hadn't turned | oose the denon of slaughter. It might have won t hem
the war if Swemmel hadn't been so quick to adopt it for his own, but Swemel,
as he'd proved in the Twi nki ngs War, would do anything survival called for.
Now bot h si des sl aughtered, and neither gai ned nmuch by it.

More eggs fell, these closer still. Ysolt the cook, who'd been steady as a
rock in the cave by the Wlter River even when the fighting for Sulingen was
at its worst, let out a shriek that tore at Rathar's eardruns. "We'll all be

killed," she blubbered. "Every last one of us killed." Rathar w shed he were
convi nced she was w ong.

And then Vatran asked hima truly unwel come question: "If they try to throw us
out of Durrwangen, can we stop 'enP"

"If they cone straight at us out of the north, aye, we can," Rathar replied.
But that wasn't exactly what the general had asked. "If they try to flank us
out... | just don't know. "

Vatran replied with what the whole Derl avai an War had proved: "They're cursed
good at flanking maneuvers."

Bef ore Rathar could say anything to that, Ysolt started scream ng again. "Be
silent!"” he roared in a parade-ground voice, and the cook, for a wonder, was
silent. He wi shed once nore, this time that he could control the Al garvians so
easily. Since he couldn't, he answered Vatran, "Up until a few days ago, | was
hoping for a late thaw this spring, so we could grab all we could before
everything slowed to a crawl. Now |I'm hoping for an early one, to do hal f-
powers above, nore than hal f- our fighting for us."

Vatran's chuckl e was wheezy. "Ch, aye, Marshal Mud's an even stronger master
than Marshal Wnter."

"Curse the Algarvians," Rathar ground out. "W had themon the run. | never
dreant | was fighting circus acrobats who could turn a sonersault and then
cone forward as fast as they'd gone back."

"Life is full of surprises," Vatran said dryly. An egg burst close enough to
the headquarters to add a deafening enphasis to that. Chunks of plaster slid
bet ween t he boards that shored up the ceiling and cane down on peopl e's heads.
Ysolt started screanmi ng again, and she wasn't the only one. Sone of the cries
were contralto, others bass.

And, at that nost inauspicious nmonent, a crystallomancer shouted, "Lord
Marshal, sir! His Majesty would speak to you from Cottbus!"



Rat har had a long list of people to whom he woul d sooner have spoken than
Swermel just then. Having such a list did himno good whatever, of course.
"I"mcomng," he said, and then had to el bow his way through the insanely
crowmded vault to get to the crystal

When he did, the crystallomancer nmurnmured into it, presumably to his coll eague
back in Cottbus. A nonent |later, Swemmel's long, pale face appeared in the
crystal. He glared out at Rathar. Wthout preanble, he said, "Lord Marshal, we
are not pleased. W are, in fact, far from pl eased. ™

"Your Majesty, | amfar frompleased, too," Rathar said. Another handful of
eggs burst on Durrwangen, surely close enough to the headquarters for Swemel
to hear themthrough the crystal. In case he didn't recogni ze them for what
they were, Rathar added, "I'munder attack here."

"Aye. That is why we are not pleased," Swenmel answered. Rather's safety neant
nothing to him The disruption of his plans counted for far nore. "W ordered
you to attack, not to be attacked."

"You ordered me to attack in every direction at once, your Mjesty," Rathar
said. "I obeyed you. Now do you see that an attack in every directionis in
fact an attack in no direction at all?"

Swermel 's eyebrows rose in surprise, then cane down in anger. "Do you presumne
to tell us how to conduct our war?"

"I'sn't that why you pay me, your Majesty?" Rathar returned. "If you want a
cake, you hire the best cook you can."

"And what sort of sour, burnt thing do you set on the table before us?"
Swenmel demanded.

"The kind you ordered,"” Rathar said, and waited. Swemrmmel was nore likely to
make the roof cave in on himthan were Al garvi an eggs.

"You bl anme us for the debacle of Unkerlant's arns?" the king said. "How dare
you? W did not send the armes out to defeat. You did."

"Aye, so | did," Rathar agreed. "I sent themout according to your plan, at
your order, and against nmy better judgnent- the Al garvians were not so weak as
you supposed, and they have proved it. If you put sour mlk, rancid butter

and noldy flour into a cake, it will not be fit to eat. If you joggle an

of ficer's el bow when he tries to fight an arny, the fighting it gives you wll
not be what you had in mnd, either.”

Swemel ' s eyes opened very wide. He wasn't used to frank speech fromthose who
served him not |east because of the horrible things that often happened after
soneone was rash enough to speak his mnd. In nost of the things that went on
at court, whether Swenmmel heard the truth or a pleasing lie mattered little in
the grand schene of things. But in matters mlitary, that wasn't so. Bad

advi ce and bad decisions in the war against Al garve coul d- and nearly had-
cost him his ki ngdom

For years, then, Rathar had used frankness as a weapon and a shield. He knew

t he weapon might burst in his hand one day, and wondered if this would be that
day. Vatran woul d handl e things reasonably well if he got the sack. There were
sonme other prom sing officers. He hoped Swermel woul d grant himthe quick
nmercy of the axe and not be so angry as to boil himalive.

It had got very quiet inside the vault. Everyone was staring at the smal



i mage of the king. Rathar realized, nore slowy than he should have, that King
Swermel mi ght not be satisfied with his head al one. He m ght destroy everyone
at the headquarters. Who was there to tell himhe could not, he should not? No
one at all.

Next to Swenmel's wath, the eggs bursting all around were indeed smal
tubers. Swemmel could, if he chose, weck his realmin a noment of fury. The
Al garvians couldn't cone close to that, no matter how hard they tried

Rat har couldn't help feeling fear. He stolidly refused to showit: in that,
too, he differed fromnost of the king's courtiers. After a |long, |ong pause,
Swemmel said, "We suppose you will tell us nowthat, if we give you your head,
you will reverse all this at the snap of a finger and swear by the powers
above to preserve Durrwangen agai nst the building Al garvian attack?"

"No, your Majesty," Rathar said at once. "I'Ill fight for this town. ['Il fight
hard. But we stretched ourselves too thin, and Mezentio's nen are the ones on
the nove right now They can't just break into Durrwangen, but they nay be
able to flank us out of it."

"Curse them" Swemmel snarled. "Curse themall. W live for the day we can
hurl their sovereign into the soup pot."

At | east he wasn't tal king about hurling Rathar into the soup pot. The marshal
said, "They may retake Durrwangen. O, as | told you, we nay yet hold them out
of it till spring conmes, and the spring thawwith it. But even if they do take
it, your Majesty, they can't possibly hope to do anything nore till sunmer."

"So you say." But the king didn't call Rathar a liar. Swemrmel had call ed

Rat har a great many things, but never that. Maybe a reputation for frankness
was worth sonmething after all. After nmuttering sonething about traitors Rathar
was probably lucky not to hear, King Swemmel went on, "Hold Durrwangen if you
can. W shall give you the wherewithal to do it, so far as that may be in our
power . "

"What | can do, | wll," Rather promnised. Swenmel's inage w nked out. The
crystal flared, then went dark. Rather sighed. He'd survived again.

* * *

"Sir?" Leudast came up to Lieutenant Recared as his company commander sat
hunched in front of a little fire, toasting a gobbet of unicorn neat over the
fl anes.

"Eh?" Recared turned. His face and voice were still very young, but he noved
like an old man these days. Leudast could hardly blanme his superior; he felt
like an old man hinself these days. The lieutenant [et out a weary sigh. "What
isit, Sergeant?"

"Sir, | was just wondering," Leudast answered. "Have you got any notion of
where in blazes we are? W' ve done so nuch narching and count er nar chi ng,
hoppi ng onto this ley-line caravan car and off of that one- | wouldn't be sure

I'd brought nmy arsehole along if it weren't attached, if you know what |
mean. "

That got hima wan snile fromLieutenant Recared, who said, "I wouldn't put it
quite that way, but | do know what you nean, aye. And | can even tell you
where we are- nore or less. W' re somewhere south and a little west of
Durrwangen. Does it make you happy to know t hat?"

"Happy? No, sir." Leudast shook his head. One of the earflaps on his far cap



flipped up for a nonent; he grabbed it and shoved it back into place. The
spring thaw was coming. It hadn't got here yet, and nights remained bitterly
cold. "We cane through this part of the country a while ago. | didn't ever
want to see it again. It was ugly to start with, and it hasn't got better
since. "

Recared sm | ed again, and added a couple of syllables' worth of chuckle.
"There are other reasons for not wanting to see it again, too," he said,
in, if we had the bit between our teeth instead of the Al garvians, they
woul dn't have forced us into defensive positions to try to save Durrwangen
again." He cut a piece fromthe chunk of unicorn nmeat with his knife and
popped it into his nmouth. "Powers above, that's good! | don't renenber the
last time | had anything to eat."

as

He didn't offer to share, but Leudast wasn't particularly offended- Recared
was an officer, after all. And Leudast wasn't particularly hungry, either; he
made a better forager than Recared would be if he lived to be a hundred. The
very idea of living to a hundred nmade Leudast snort. He didn't expect to live
t hrough the war, and was amazed he'd been wounded only once.

A few eggs burst, several hundred yards off to the west. "Those are ours, |
think," Leudast said. "Anything we can do to nake the redheads keep their
heads down is fine by ne."

"They have to be alnost at the end of their tether," Recared said. "Wo would
have t hought they could counterattack at all, the way we drove them north and
east through the winter?" His face set in unhappy lines. "They're a form dable
peopl e. "

He spoke with regret and with genuine if grudging respect. There might have
been Unkerlanters who didn't respect Algarvian soldiers after seeing themin
action. Leudast hadn't net any, though. He suspected that nost of his
countrynmen who couldn't see what was in front of their noses didn't live |ong
enough to spread their opinions very far

Felt boots crunched on crusted snow. Leudast whirled, snatching his stick off
his back and swinging it in the direction of the sound. "Don't bl aze,
Sergeant!" an unni st akabl e Unkerl anter voice called. A trooper- a man of
Recared's reginment- came into the small circle of firelight. "I'm|looking for
the lieutenant."

Recared raised his head. "I'm here, Sindold. Wat do you need from ne?"
"Sir, I've got Captain Gundioc with ne here," Sindold answered. "He's
commandi ng a regiment that's just cone up out of the west through Sulingen
They' Il be going into the Iine alongside of us, and he wants to know what

they' Il be up against."

"That's about the size of it," Captain Gundi oc agreed, coming forward into the
light with Sindold. "I"mnew to this business, and so are the soldiers I'm
conmandi ng. You've been through the fire; 1'll be grateful for anything you
can tell ne."

He | ooked like a man who hadn't yet seen conbat. His face- strong and serious,
with a jutting chin- was well shaven. He wore a thick, clean cloak over his
equal ly clean uniformtunic. Even his boots had only a couple of nmud stains on
them and those | ooked new. He mi ght have been running a foundry or teaching
school only a few days before.

"I"ll be glad to tell you what | know, sir," Recared answered. "And this is
Sergeant Leudast, who has a | ot nore experience than | do. If you don't mnd



his sitting in, you can learn fromhim | have."

Leudast hid a grin. He knew he'd taught Recared a thing or two; he hadn't been
so sure the lieutenant also knew it. Gundioc nodded, saying, "Aye, I'Il gladly
hear the sergeant. If he's fought and he's alive, he knows things worth

knowi ng. "

He nmay be raw, but he's no fool, Leudast thought. After coughing a couple of
tinmes, he said, "The thing to renmenber about the redheads, sir, is, they think
| efthanded a ot of the tine. They'll do things we'd never inmgine, and
they'Il make themwork. They love to feint and to nmake flank attacks. They'l
look like they're going to hit you one place and then drive it hone sonmewhere
el se- up your arse, usually."”

"All that's true," Recared agreed. "Every word of it. It's also wise not to go
right at them A charge straight for their lines will slaughter the nmen who
make it. Use the ground as best you can. Use feints, too. If it's obvious,
they'Il weck it. If it's not, you have a better chance."

"I understand," Gundioc said. "This all strikes nme as good advice. But if I'm
ordered to go forward and | have inspectors with sticks standing behind ny
line to nake sure | obey, what am| to do?"

Bl aze those buggers, Leudast thought. But he couldn't say that al oud, not
unl ess he wanted an inspector blazing him He glanced over to Recared. |f the
of ficer had the privileges of his rank, he also had the obligations, which

i ncl uded answering nasty questions |like that. Answer he did, saying, "If you
are ordered, you nust obey. But nmen who give such orders often don't live very
long in the field. The Al garvians seemto kill them quickly."

O we can blame it on the Al garvians, anyhow, Leudast thought. He didn't know
exactly how many Unkerlanter officers had net with unfortunate accidents from
the nmen they were supposed to be | eading. Not enough, probably. One reason the
Unkerl anters had suffered such gruesone casualties was that their officers
weren't trained so well as their counterparts in Mezentio's service. Another
was that, with plenty of nen to spend, the Unkerlanters put out fires by
throwi ng bodies on themtill they snothered.

Di d Gundi oc understand what Recared had just told hin? If he didn't, maybe he
was the sort of officer who'd neet with an accident one fine day. But he did.
Hi s eyes narrowed. The lines running down fromhis nose to his nouth deepened
and darkened and filled with shadow. "I... see," he said slowy. "That
sounds. .. unofficial."

"I haven't the faintest idea what you're tal king about, sir," Recared

answer ed.

@undi oc got to his feet. "Thank you for your
' He trudged across the

"Which is probably just as well.
time. You' ve given me a thing or two to think about.'
snow toward his own regi nent.

Leudast went up to his conmpany, not far behind the fighting front. H s nose
guided himto a pot sizzling above a little fire. A cook |ladled bits of turnip
and parsnip and chunks of neat into his mess tin. He didn't ask what the neat
was. Had he found out, he m ght have decided he didn't want to eat it, and he
was too hungry to take the chance.

"What are the redheads doi ng?" he asked- the first question anyone wth any
sense asked on getting near the Al garvians.

"Not hi ng nmuch, Sergeant, doesn't |look like," one of his troopers answered.



"Real quiet-like over there."

Suspicion flowered in Leudast. "That's not good," he said. "They're up to
somet hing. But what? WIIl it land on our heads, or will it come down on
somebody el se?"

"Here's hoping it's sonebody else," the soldier said.

"Ch, aye, here's hoping." Leudast's voice was dry. "But hope doesn't mlk the
cow. We'll send extra pickets forward. If the redheads have got sonething
nasty under their kilts, they'll have to work hard to bring it off."

Even with extra nen out in front of the main line, he had trouble going to
sleep. He didn't like having raw troops to his left. Their conmander seened
smart enough, but how good were his nen? What would they do if the Al garvians
tested then? He dozed off dream ng about it.

When he woke, he thought he was still in the dream a soldier shook hi mawake,
shouting, "Sergeant, everything' s gone south on the left!"

"What do you nean?" Leudast demanded. Sonebody had been saying nuch the sane
thing to himin his nightmare.

"The redheads hit that new regi nent and broke through, Sergeant," the soldier
answered, alarmin his voice. "Now they're trying to swing over and attack us
fromthe flank."

"Aye, that sounds like them" After two sentences, Leudast was fully awake. He
started shouting orders: "First squad, third squad, fall back and forma front
to the left. Runner! | need a runner!" For a wonder, he got one. "Go back to
bri gade headquarters and tell them we're under attack fromthe left."

"Aye, Sergeant!" The runner dashed off.

A coupl e of squads of Leudast's conmpany weren't the only Unkerlanters trying
to stemthe Al garvian breakthrough. Recared' s ot her conpany commanders al so
used sone of their men as a firewall against the redheads. Like him they were
all sergeants who'd seen a lot of fighting; they knew what having Mezentio's
men on their flank nmeant, and how nuch danger it put themin.

The trouble was, telling who was who in the dark wasn't easy. Some of the nen
running toward the |ine Leudast and his conrades desperately tried to form
were Unkerlanters from Gundioc's shattered reginment, fleeing the Al garvian
onsl aught. Others were authentic redheads. They didn't yell "Mezentio!" as
they came forward, not now silence hel ped them sow conf usion

"I'f it noves, blaze it!" Leudast shouted to his nen. "We'Il sort it out later
but we can't let the Algarvians get in anong us." That was all the nore true-
and urgent- because the nen he'd pulled out to face left didn't have enough
holes in which to hide, and the ones they did have weren't deep enough. If it
meant sone of his countrynen got blazed, it did, that was all. And how are you
different fromthe officers you warned Gundi oc about? Leudast wondered. He had
no answer, except that he wanted to stay alive.

Soneone bl azed at himout of the night. The beam hissed as it boiled snow into
steama few feet to his right. He blazed back, and was rewarded with a cry of
pain: nore to the point, a cry of pain whose words he didn't understand but
whose | anguage was undeni ably Al garvian. He didn't have to feel personally
guilty, not yet.

H s runner, or another one fromthe regi nent, nust have got through. Eggs



started falling where the Al garvians had broken the Iine. A fresh reginent of
Unkerl anter soldiers- all of themshouting, "Ural!" and "Swemmel !" -rushed up
to push the redheads back. A couple of troops of behempths came forward with

the reinforcenments. Sullenly, the Al garvians w thdrew

After the sun cane up, Leudast saw Captain Gundioc's body. He spraw ed in the
snow with sonme of his own men and sone redheads. Leudast sighed. Gundi oc m ght
wel | have made a good officer with some seasoning. He'd never get it now

Seven

W nd whi pped past Col onel Sabrino's face as his dragon dove on a ley-line
caravan conming up into Durrwangen fromthe south. He didn't know whether the
caravan was carrying Unkerlanter soldiers or horses and unicorns or sinply
sacks of barley and dried peas. He didn't nuch care, either. Watever it was
carrying would help King Swemel's nen inside Durrwangen- if it got there.

As the dragon stooped like a striking falcon, the caravan swelled froma worm
on the ground to a toy to its real size with astonishing speed. "Mezentio!"
Sabrino shouted, |oosing the eggs slung under his nount's belly. Then he
whacked the dragon with his goad to make it pull up. If he hadn't, the stupid
thing m ght have flown itself straight into the ground.

Wthout the weight of the eggs, it gained height nore readily. Behind it, twin
flashes of |ight nmarked bursts of sorcerous energy. Sabrino | ooked back over
hi s shoul der. He whooped with glee. He'd knocked the caravan right off the ley
line. Whatever it was carrying wouldn't get to Durrwangen any tine soon

Fl ames | eaped up froma shattered caravan car. Sabrino whooped again. Sonme of
what that caravan was carrying wouldn't get to Durrwangen at all

Captain Doni zi ano's i mage appeared in the crystal Sabrino carried. "Nicely
struck, Colonel!" he cried.

Sabrino bowed in his harness. "I thank you." He | ooked around. "Now |let's see
what el se we can do to make King Swenmel's boys | ove us."

No i medi ately obvi ous answer sprang to mind. A nice pillar of snoke was
rising fromthe wecked ley-line caravan now. Mre snoke, much nore, rose from
Durrwangen itself. Al garvian egg-tossers and dragons had been pounding the
city ever since the |late-winter counterattacks pushed this far south. Sabrino
hoped his countrynmen would be able to break into Durrwangen before the spring
t haw gl ued everything in place for a nonth or a nonth and a half. If they
didn't, the Unkerlanters would have all that tine to fortify the town, and
then it would be twice as expensive to take... if it could be done at all.

That wasn't anything about which he could do nuch. He couldn't even drop any
nore eggs till he flew back to the dragon farm and | oaded up agai n.

"Sir!" That was Doni zi ano again, his voice cracking with excitenent |ike a
youth's. "Look over to the west, sir. A columm of behenpths, and curse ne if
they aren't stuck in a snowdrift."

After | ooking, Sabrino said, "You have sharp eyes, Captain. | didn't spot
t hose buggers at all. WlIl, since you did see them would you like to give
your squadron the honor of the first pass agai nst then®?"

"My honor, sir, and ny pleasure,” Dom ziano replied. Not all the rank-and-file
dragonfliers had crystals; he used hand signals to point themtoward the new
target. Of they flew, the rest of Sabrino's battered wing trailing themto
war d agai nst Unkerl anter dragons and to finish whatever behenoths they m ght



m ss.

Sabrino sang a tune that had been popular on the stage in Trapani the year
before the Derl avaian War broke out. It was called "Just Routine,” and sung by
one longtinme | over to another. Smashing up columms of Unkerlanter behenot hs
was just routine for himthese days. He'd been doing it ever since Al garve and
Unkerlant first collided, nore than a year and a half ago now

Great wingbeats quickly ate up the distance to the behenoths. Sabrino | aughed
al oud, saying, "So your snowshoes didn't help you this tinme, eh?" The first
winter here in the trackl ess west had been a nightmare, with the Unkerlanters
able to nove through snow that stymi ed Al garvian nmen and behenot hs. Those odds
were nore even now. experience was a harsh school master, but an undeni ably

ef fective one.

The snow down there didn't seemall that deep. Sabrino had seen drifts that

| ooked |i ke young nountain ranges, drifts into which you could drop a pal ace,
| et al one a behenmoth. O course, gauging the ground from above was al ways

ri sky business. Maybe snow filled a gully, and the behenoths had di scovered it
the hard way. Still, although they'd halted, they didn't seemto be in any
enor nous di stress.

He frowned. That thought sent suspicion blazing through him He peered through
his goggles, trying to see if anything el se about the behenoths | ooked out of
the ordinary. He didn't note anything, not at first.

But then he did. "Doniziano!" he shouted into the crystal. "Pull up,
Dom zi ano! They've all got heavy sticks, and they're waiting for us!"

Usual | y, dragons took behenoths by surprise, and the nen aboard those
behenot hs had scant seconds to swing their sticks toward the dragonfliers
diving on them Usually, too, nore behenoths carried egg-tossers- useless
agai nst dragons- than heavy sticks. Not this colum. Swemrel's nen had set a
trap for Al garvian dragonfliers, and Sabrino's wing was flying right into it.

Bef ore Domi zi ano and his dragonfliers could even begin to obey Sabrino's
orders, the Unkerlanters started blazing at them The behemoth crews had seen
the dragons coning, and had had the time to swing their heavy sticks toward
the | eaders of the attack. The beams that burst forth fromthose sticks were
bright and hot as the sun

They struck dragon after dragon out of the sky, alnpst as a nman might swat
flies that annoyed him A heavy stick could burn through the silver paint that
shi el ded dragons' bellies from weapons a footsoldier mght carry, or could
sear a wing and send a dragon and the man who rode it tunbling to the ground
so far bel ow

Domi zi ano' s dragon seened to stunble in mdair. Sabrino cried out in horror
Dom zi ano had led a squadron in his wing since the war was new. He would | ead
it no nore. Hi s dragon took another couple of halfhearted flaps, then

pl umret ed. A cl oud of snow briefly rose when it smashed to earth: the only
menori al Domi zi ano woul d ever have.

"Pull up! Pull back!"™ Sabrino called to his surviving squadron conmanders.
"Gin height. Even their sticks won't bite if we're high enough- and we can
still drop our eggs on them Vengeance!"

A poor, mean vengeance it would be, with half a dozen dragons hacked down. How
many Unker| anter behenoths nade a fair exchange for one dragon, for one highly
trained dragonflier? More than were in this colum: of that Sabrino was sure.



Anot her dragon fell as one of his own nen proved | ess cautious than he should
have. Sabrino's curses went flat and harsh with despair. Sone of his
dragonfliers started dropping their eggs too soon, so they burst in front of
t he Unkerlanters without coming particularly close to them

But others had nore patience, and before long the bursts cane anpong the
behenot hs, as nicely placed as Sabrino could have wi shed. \Wen the snow

cl eared down bel ow, sone of the beasts lay on their sides, while others
lunmbered off in all directions. That was how behenoths shoul d have behaved
when attacked by dragons. Even so, Sabrino ordered no pursuit. The

Unkerl anters had al ready done too nuch danmage to his wi ng, and who coul d say
what other tricks they had waiting?

"Back to the dragon farm" he commanded. No one protested. The Al garvians were
all in shock. Not till they'd turned and been flying northeast for sone little
while did he realize that, for perhaps the first tine in the war, the

Unkerl anters had succeeded in intimdating him

Because of that weight of gloom the flight back to the dragon farm seened
against the wind all the way. Wien he finally got his dragon down on the
ground, Sabrino discovered he had been flying against the wind. Instead of
endl essly blowi ng out of the west, it canme fromthe north, and carried warnth
and an odor of growing things with it.

"Spring any day now," a dragon handl er said as he chained Sabrino's nmount to a
crowbar driven into the ground. He | ooked around. "Were's the rest of the
beasts, Colonel? Of to a different farn®"

"Dead." Whatever the wind said, Sabrino's voice held nothing but winter. "The
Unkerl anters set a snare, and we blundered right into it. And now | have to
wite Domiziano's kin and tell them how their son died a hero for Al garve.

Whi ch he did, but |I'd sooner he went on living as a hero instead."

He was witing that letter, and having a tough go of it, when Col onel Anbal do
stuck his head into the tent. Anbal do was beani ng. "W smashed them " he told
Sabrino, who could snell brandy fumes on his breath. Wth a scornful snap of
his fingers, the newconmer fromthe east went on, "These Unkerlanters, they are
not so much of a nmuch. The Lagoans and Kuusamans are ten tines the
dragonfliers you see here in Unkerlant. W snmashed up a coupl e of squadrons
over Durrwangen, and dropped any nunmber of eggs on the town."

"Cood for you," Sabrino said tonelessly. "And now, good ny sir, if you wll
excuse ne, | amtrying to send ny condol ences to a fallen flier's famly."

"Ah. | see. O course," Ambaldo said. Had he left the tent then, everything
woul d have been... if not fine, then at least tolerably well. But, perhaps

el evated by the brandy, he added, "Though how anyone could easily |lose nen to
t hese Unkerl anter clods is beyond ne."

Sabrino rose to his feet. Fixing Anbaldo with a deadly glare, he spoke in a
voi ce chillier than any Unkerlanter winter: "A great many things appear to be
beyond you, sir, sense anong them Kindly take your possessions and get them
out of this, my tent. You are no | onger wel come here. Lodge yourself el sewhere
or let the powers below eat you- it's all one to me. But get out."

Col onel Anbal do's eyes widened. "Sir, you nay not speak to nme so. Regardl ess
of what you claimto be the rules of the front, | shall seek satisfaction."

"I'f you want satisfaction, go find a whore." Sabrino gave Anbal do a nocki ng
bow. "I told you, we do not duel here. Let nme say this, then: if you ever seek
to inflict your presence upon ne here in this tent again, I will not duel. |



will sinmply kill you on sight."

"You joke," Anbal do excl ai ned.

Sabrino shrugged. "You are wel come to make the experiment. And after you do,
somebody will have to wite to your kin, assum ng anyone has any idea who your
father is.”

"Sir, | know you are overw ought, but you try ny patience," Anbaldo said. "I
warn you, | will call you out regardl ess of these so-called rules if provoked
too far."

"Good," Sabrino said. "If your friends- in the unlikely event you have any-
speak to mine, they need not inquire as to weapons. | shall choose knives."

Sticks were comon in duels. They got things over with quickly and decisively.
Swords were al so common, especially anbng those with an antiquarian bent.
Knives... A man who chose knives didn't just want to kill his opponent. He
wanted to nmake sure the foe suffered before dying.

Anbal do licked his Iips. He wasn't a coward; no Al garvian col onel of
dragonfliers was likely to be a coward. But he saw that Sabrino meant what he
said and, at the nmonment, didn't much care whether he lived or died. Wth such
dignity as he could nuster, Anbaldo said, "I hope to speak to you again
soneday, sir, when you are nore nearly yourself." He turned and left.

Wth a |last soft curse, Sabrino sat down again. He re-inked his pen, hoping
the fury that had coursed through hi mwould nake the words conme easier. But it
didn't. He'd had to wite far too many of these letters, and they never cane
easy. And, as he wote, he couldn't help wondering who would wite a letter
for himone day, and what the man woul d say.

* * *

Sidroc took off his fur hat and stowed it in his pack. "Not so cold these

days," he remarked.

Sergeant Werferth made silent clapping notions. "You're a sly one, you are, to
notice that. | bet it was all the stinking snow nelting that gave you the
clue.™

"Heh," Sidroc said; Werferth being a sergeant, he couldn't say any nore than

that without landing in trouble. He could and did turn away fromthe sergeant
and wal k off down one of the Iengths of trench north of Durrwangen Pl egnund's
Bri gade was hol ding. Hi s boots made squel ching, sucking noises at every step.
Werferth had been rude, but he hadn't been wong. The snow was nelting-

i ndeed, had all but nelted. When it nelted, it didn't just disappear, either

Thi ngs woul d have been sinpler and nore convenient if it had. But it didn't:

it soaked into the ground and turned everything to a dreadful norass of nud.

A coupl e of eggs cane whizzing out from Durrwangen to burst close by, throw ng
up fountains of nuck. It splatted down with a noise that renm nded Sidroc of a
latrine, only louder. He threw his hands in the air, as if that would do any
good. "How are we supposed to go forward in this?" he demanded, and then
answered his own question: "W can't. Nobody could."

"Doesn't nean we won't," Ceorl said. The ruffian spat; his spittle was but one
nore bit of noisture in the mre. "Haven't you noticed? -the redheads woul d
sooner spend our lives than theirs."

"That's so0." Sidroc didn't think anyone in Plegnund's Brigade hadn't noticed



it. "But they spend plenty of their own nen, too.

Ceorl| spat again. "Aye, they do, and for what? This |ousy stretch of Unkerl ant
isn'"t worth shitting in, let alone anything else.™

Si droc woul d have argued with that if only he could. Since he agreed with it,
he just grunted and squel ched along the trench till he canme to a brass pot
bubbling over a little fire. The stew was oats and rhubarb and sonet hi ng that
had been dead | ong enough to get gamy but not | ong enough to becone altogether
inedible. He filled his nmess tin and ate with good appetite. Only after he was
done, while he was rinsing the ness tin with water fromhis canteen, did he
pause to wonder what he woul d have thought of the neal were he still living
soft back in Gonheort. He | aughed. He would have thrown the ness tin at
anyone who tried to give it to him Here and now, with a full belly, he was
happy enough

He was al so happy that none of the Brigade's Al garvian officers |ooked to be
around. As long as they weren't there, nothing nuch woul d happen. He'd seen
that they didn't trust the Forthwegi an sergeants to do anything nuch

Fort hwegi ans were good enough to fight for Al garve, but not to think or to

| ead.

The Unkerl anters | aunched nore eggs fromthe outskirts of Durrwangen. These
burst closer than the others had, one of them close enough to nake Sidroc
throw hinmself down in the cold, clamy nud. "Powers bel ow eat them" he
nmuttered as bits of the thin netal shell that had housed the egg's sorcerous
energy hissed through the air. "Wiy don't they just run off and make things
easy on us for once?"

But, despite the pounding the Al garvians had gi ven Durrwangen, Swermmel's nen
showed no inclination whatever to run off. If the Al garvians wanted t hem gone,
they woul d have to drive themout. After the eggs stopped falling, Sidroc
stuck his head up over the parapet and peered south. "Get down, you fool!"
sonebody called to him "You want a beamin the face?"

He got down, unblazed. The outskirts of Durrwangen lay a nile or so away. The
Unkerl anters held on to the city, fromthe outskirts to its heart, like grim
death. He couldn't see all the fortifications they'd put up, but that proved
not hi ng; he'd already di scovered the gift they had for making fiel d-works that
didn't ook like nmuch- till you attacked them Whatever they had waiting in
Durrwangen, he wasn't eager to find out.

Whet her he was eager or not, of course, didn't matter to the Al garvian

of ficers commandi ng Pl egmund' s Brigade. They cane back from wherever they'd
been with snmiles as broad as if they'd just heard King Swemmel had
surrendered. Sidroc's conmpany comander was a captai n named Zerbino. He

gat hered his men together and decl ared, "Tonorrow, we shall have the high
honor and privil ege of being among the first to break into Durrwangen."

He spoke Al garvian, of course; the Forthwegians in the Brigade were expected
to understand himrather than the other way round. But, no matter what

| anguage he used, none of his troopers was eager to go forward agai nst the
heavily defended city. Even Sergeant Werferth, who | oved fighting for its own
sake, said, "Wiwy am| not surprised they chose us?"

Captain Zerbino fixed himwith a malignant stare. "And what, pray tell, do you
mean by this, Sergeant?" he asked in his haughtiest manner

Werferth knew better than to be openly insubordinate. But, from behind the
Al garvian officer, sonebody- Sidroc thought it was Ceorl, but he wasn't sure-
spoke up: "He neans we aren't redheads, that's what. So who gives a



fornicating futter what happens to us?"

Zerbino whirled. He drew hinself up to his full height; being an Al garvian, he
had several inches on nost of the nen in his conpany. After a crisp, sardonic
bow, he answered, "I am a redhead, and | assure that, when the order to attack
is given, | shall be at the fore. Were | go, will you dare to foll ow?"

Nobody had anything to say to that. Sidroc wi shed he could have found
sonething, but his wits were enpty, too. Like all the officers assigned to

Pl egnmund' s Bri gade, Zerhbino had shown hinself to be recklessly brave. \Were he
went, the conpany would follow. And if that was straight into the neat
grinder... then it was, and nobody could do anything about it.

Sidroc sl apped his canteen. It held nothing but water. He sighed, w shing for
spirits. Sonebody woul d have sone, but would anybody be willing to give him
any? All he could do was try to find out.

He ended up paying sone silver for a short knock. "I can't spare any nore,"
said the soldier who et himhave it. "I'mgoing to drink the rest nyself
before we go at 'emtonorrow. "

Sidroc wi shed he could get drunk for the assault, too. He wapped hinself in
his blanket and tried to sleep. Bursting eggs didn't bother him he had their
neasure. But thinking about what he'd go through come norning... He tried not
to think about it, which only made things worse.

Eventual |y, he nust have slept, for Sergeant Werferth shook hi m awake. " Comne
on," Werferth said. "It's just about tine."

Egg-tossers and dragons were poundi ng the forwardnost Unkerl anter positions.
"More will come when we go forward," Captain Zerbino prom sed. "W are not
breaki ng into Durrwangen al one, after all; Al garvian brigades will be noving
forward, too."

Which is why they'll do something nmore to help us along, Sidroc thought.
Before he could say it aloud- not that it needed sayi ng, not when nost of the
men in the conpany were doubtl ess thinking the same thing- Zerbino raised his
| ong, tubular brass whistle to his Iips and blew a blast that pierced the din
of battle like a needle piercing thin, shabby cloth. And, as Zerbino had

prom sed, he was the first one out of the nmuddy holes in which the nen of

Pl egmund' s Brigade sheltered, the first one nmoving toward the eneny.

The ground ahead was al so muddy, nuddy and churned to chaos by the bursts of
endl ess eggs. It sucked, |eechlike, at Sidroc's boots, trying to pull them off
his feet. The nud stank, too, stank with the odor of all the nmen and ani mal s
already killed in it. There would be nore before the day was through. Sidroc
hoped he woul dn't be part of the nore.

A barrage of eggs flew through the air, arcing up fromthe south toward the
soldiers of Plegnund's Brigade and the Al garvi ans who advanced on either side
of them Try as they would, the Al garvians' egg-tossers and dragons hadn't
wrecked the Unkerlanters' ability to hit back

Si droc woul d have been angrier had he expected nore. As things were, he threw
hi nsel f down into the noisome nud and hoped no egg burst right on top of him
Captain Zerbino kept blowing his whistle for all he was worth. That pulled

Si droc up and got hi msquel ching toward Durrwangen again.

An egg burst just in front of Zerbino. It flung himhigh in the air. Linp and
broken, he fell to the soggy ground. No nore whistles, Sidroc thought. He
trudged on anyhow. Soneone, he was all too certain, would blaze himif he



turned back.

The ground shook under his feet. Up ahead, sonme of the rubble in which the
Unkerl anters sheltered slid into ruin. Only when Sidroc saw purple flames
shooting up fromthe ground anong those ruins did he fully understand. Then he
whooped and cheered. "Aye, kill those Kaunians!" he yelled. "They don't
deserve anything better, by the powers above!"™ Had his superiors asked it of
him he would cheerfully have set about killing bl onds hinself.

As things were, he rushed toward the defenses battered by Al garvian sorcery-
rushed as best he could with great globs of nud clinging to his boots and nore
sticking on at every stride. Even the strongest sorcery didn't take out al

t he defenders. Here and there am dst the w eckage ahead, beans wi nked to |ife.
A Forthwegi an not far from Sidroc dropped his stick, threw up his hands, and
fell face forward into the nuck.

But Pl egnmund's Brigade and the Al garvians noving forward with it pressed on
toward Durrwangen. Wth the city battered by nurderous nage-craft, Sidroc
didn't see how they could fail to break in.

And then the ground shook beneath him hard enough to knock himoff his feet.
As he sprawmed in the mre, a great crack opened ahead. It sucked down a
coupl e of Forthwegian troopers and sl amed shut agai n, snmashing them before

t hey coul d even scream

Sidroc felt like screaming himself. He did scream he screanmed curses at the
Al garvian wi zards safe behind the line: "Them you crackbrai ned whoreson
arsehol es! Them not us!"

"Crackbrain yourself!" Ceorl yelled. "That's not the redheads. That's
Swermmel 's nmages killing peasants and hitting back."

"Ch." Sidroc felt like a fool, not for the first time since joining Plegnund' s
Bri gade. That didn't even count the tines he felt like a fool for joining

Pl egnund' s Brigade. He | ooked to his right and I eft gain. The Al garvian troops
to either side of the Brigade had been hit at |east as hard as his Forthwegi an
countrynen. "How are we supposed to go forward, then?"

Ceorl didn't answer. Swarns of Unkerl anter dragons painted rock-gray flew up
fromthe south, dropping eggs on the attackers and flam ng those incautious
enough to bunch together. The Al garvi ans' magecraft hadn't reached far enough
to do anything to King Swenmmel 's dragon farnmns.

And then the ground shook and opened and cl osed again, al mbost under Sidroc's
feet. More purple flames shot up fromit. One incinerated an Al garvian
behemoth and its crew not far away. King Swemmel didn't seemto care how many
of his own folk his mages killed, so long as they halted their foes. And
they'd done that. Sidroc was no general and never would be, but he could tel
at a glance that the Al garvians hadn't the |east chance of taking Durrwangen
till after the mud of southern Unkerlant turned hard again.

* * *

Spring was comng to the Valmeran countryside. The first shoots of new green
grass were springing up fromthe ground. Leaf buds sprouted on apple and plum
and cherry trees. Early birds were returning fromtheir winter hones in
northern Jel gava and Al garve and on the tropical continent of Siaulia.

Pretty soon, Skarnu thought, it'll be tine to plant the year's barley and
wheat and turn the cattle and sheep out to pasture instead of feeding themon
hay and silage. He | aughed at hinself. Before the war, he'd never thought



about where food cane fromor how it was produced. For all he knew or cared,
it mght have appeared by sorcery in grocers' or butchers' shops.

He knew better now. He knew enough to nake hinself nore than a little usefu
on a farmout in the country. He'd hel ped one farnmer who hid him and now he
was doing the sane for another. This fell ow was as surprised as the other had
been. He said, "I heard tell you were a city man. You talk like a city man
that's a fact. But you know what to do with a pitchfork, and that's a fact,
too."

"I know what to do with a pitchfork," Skarnu agreed, and let it go at that.
The | ess peopl e knew about him the better

Again, he wasn't too far from Ventspils, and wanted to get farther away. The
Al garvi ans had cone too close to nabbing him to nabbing the whol e under ground
organi zation- there. Sonebody'd been nade to tal k sonewhere, or trusted
soneone he shouldn't have- the risks irregulars inevitably took when fighting
an occupyi ng arny nore powerful than they.

When fighting an occupying arny and a whole great swarm of traitors, Skarnu

t hought sourly. As always, the first traitor whose face canme to nmind was his
sister, Krasta. Right behind her, though, were all the Val ni eran constabl es
who served the Al garvians as steadily as they'd ever served King Gainibu. If
they hadn't, he didn't see how the redheads coul d have held on to his kingdom
and held it down.

But the fellow who cane to the farma couple of days later was neither an

Al garvian nor a constable in the redheads' pay. The painter who headed up the
irregulars in Ventspils found Skarnu weedi ng the vegetable plot by the
farmhouse. Anusenent in his voice, he said, "Hello, Pavilosta. Anybody woul d
thi nk you'd been doing that all your born days."

"Hell o yoursel f." Skarnu got to his feet and swi ped at the nmud on the knees of
his trousers. "Good to see Mezentio's nmen didn't nmanage to grab you, either."
"I worry nore about our own," the painter said, echoing Skarnu's earlier

t hought. "But | came out here to tal k about you, not nme. Wat are we going to
do with you, anyhow?"

"I don't know." Skarnu pointed to the plants he'd been weedi ng. "The scallions
and | eeks ook to be doing nicely."

"Heh," the underground | eader said: not a |augh, but the appearance of one.
"You're too good a man with your hands to waste them on produce. You need to
go somepl ace where you can give the redheads a hard tinme. | wi sh we could send
you into Priekule. You' d do good things, the way you know the city."

"Trouble is, the city knows ne, too," Skarnu said. "I wouldn't last |ong
bef ore sonebody fingered ne to the Algarvians." He thought of Krasta again,
but she wasn't the only one- far fromit. How nmany Val m eran nobles in the

capital were in bed with the occupiers, literally or netaphorically? Too many.
He sighed. "I wish | could go back to the farmby Pavilosta. | was doing fine
there."

"Not safe." The painter spoke with great authority. He rubbed his chin as he
t hought. "I know of a couple of fellows you night want to nmeet. They've been
away for a while- you could show 'em how thi ngs have changed."

"Way me? What in blazes do | know about anything?" Skarnu didn't try to hide
his bitterness. "I couldn't even guess where the redheads were shipping those
poor cursed Kaunians from Forthweg. They nust have ained their nagic at



Kuusano, but it wouldn't have gone at Yliharma, or we woul d have heard about
it." He stared down at his hands. They had nud on them too, but in his eyes
it |ooked Iike blood.

"No, not at Yliharma," the man from Ventspils agreed. "They did sonething
nasty with the life energy they stole, sonething that hel ped them and hurt us.
I don't know any nore about it than that. | don't think anybody in Valmera
knows nuch nore about it than that."

He' d succeeded in making Skarnu curious. He'd also |l et himknow his curiosity
woul dn't be satisfied. Scow ing, Skarnu said, "Wwo are these two fellows, and
how wi Il you bring them here wi thout bringing Mezentio's nen, too?"

"I won't," the painter said. "You'll go to them You knowthat little village
you visited once before? Tonorrow, about noon, a wagon will stop here. The man
driving it will say, 'The Colum of Victory.' You answer, 'WIIl rise again.'
He' |l take you where you're going."

"What if he doesn't say that?" Skarnu asked.

"Run |like blazes," the other irregular |eader answered. As if he'd said
everything he'd cone to say, he turned on his heel and anbl ed back toward
Vent spi | s.

Sure enough, the wagon turned up the next day. Skarnu warily approached. The
driver said what he was supposed to say. Skarnu gave the countersign. The
driver nodded. Skarnu clinbed aboard. The driver flicked the reins and cl ucked
to the horses

They got to the village a day and a half later. By then, Skarnu thought his
fundanment was turning to stone. The driver seenmed undi sturbed. He even
chuckl ed at the old nman's hobble with which Skarnu nmade for the house that
served as the underground's nerve center

The woman he'd met there at his last visit let himin. She gave him bread and
beer, which were both welconme, and let himsit down on a soft chair, which at
t he nonent seened alnost as fine as falling into Merkela's arms. He let out a

I ong sigh of pleasure before asking, "I'mto neet someone?"
"So you are," she said. "Let me go upstairs and get them 1'll be back
directly.” Skarnu was perfectly content for her to take as much tine as she

want ed. He could have sat in that chair forever without mnding in the |east.
But she canme back, far too soon to suit himfully, with a couple of nen
dressed in the shabby homespun of farmers- dressed nmuch as he was, as a matter
of fact.

He had to heave hinself to his feet to greet them H's back groaned when he
rose. But then, to his astoni shnment, he di scovered he recogni zed both
newconers. "Amatu! Lauzdonu! | thought you were dead."

"No such luck," said Lauzdonu, the taller of the two. He grinned and punped
Skarnu' s hand.

"W were both flying dragons down in the south when the collapse cane," Amatu
added.

"I knew that," Skarnu said. "That's why | thought you'd bought a plot."

"Canme close a few tines," Lauzdonu said in the offhand way of a nan who had

i ndeed had death brush his sleeve a tinme or two. "The Al garvians had too nmany
dragons down there- nothing like a fair fight."



"They had too nmuch of everything all over the place," Skarnu said bitterly.
"That they did," Amatu agreed. "But when the surrender order cane, neither one
of us could stomach it. We clinmbed on our dragons and flew across the Strait
of Valmera to Lagoas, and we've been in Setubal ever since.” His lip curled.
"They're Al garvic over there, too, but at |least they' re on our side."

Skarnu renenbered that Amatu had al ways been a snob. Lauzdonu, who had
sonmewhat nore charity in him put in, "Aye, they kept fighting even when
t hi ngs | ooked bl ackest."
"Well, so did you two," Skarnu said. "And so did |." And if nore Val m eran
nobl es had, we'd have given Mezentio's nmen a harder tinme, he thought. But nost
of them and a |ot of the kingdom s comopners, had nade their acconmopdati ons.
Inevitably, his sister sprang to mnd yet again. To force the thought of
Krasta down, he asked, "And what are you doing here on the right side of the
Strait agai n?"

Their faces, which had been smling and excited, closed down again. Skarnu
knew what that neant: they had orders they couldn't tal k about. Lauzdonu tried
to make light of it, saying, "How s that pretty sister of yours, ny lord

Mar qui s?"

"My lord Count, she's sleeping with a redhead." Skarnu's voice went flat and
har sh.

Lauzdonu and Amatu both excl ai ned then, the one in surprise, the other in
outrage. Lauzdonu strode forward to lay a synpathetic hand on Skarnu's
shoul der. Skarnu wanted to shake it off, but nmade hinself endure it. Amatu
sai d, "Sonething ought to happen to her, and to her |over, too."

"I wouldn't mnd," Skarnu said. "I wouldn't mnd at all." He eyed the two
nobl es he'd known in Priekule. "You may have to talk to nme sooner or |ater
They brought me here to go with you, wherever it is you' re going."

"Better you than that |eviathan-rider who fetched us from Lagoas," Amatu said.
"He told us he was a Si b, but he could have passed for an Al garvian any day."

"It'"ll be good to have you along,"” Lauzdonu said. "After all, it's been going
on three years since we left. W don't know who's alive, who's dead... who
chose the wrong bl oody side." He patted Skarnu again.

"Where are you goi ng?" Skarnu asked. "I won't ask what you'll do when you get
there, but | do need to know that."

"Zarasai," Lauzdonu answered. Amatu's lip curled again. To him any town that
wasn't the capital really wasn't worth visiting. Lauzdonu seened to have a

cl earer understanding of the way things worked: "If we go to Priekule,
sonebody will betray us to the Al garvians."

"That's why | haven't gone back," Skarnu agreed. He nodded to the two of them
Priekul e, then Setubal - they'd been spoiled, and they didn't even know it.

"You'l |l find the rest of the countryside isn't so bad. And" -he turned
serious- "you'll find you do better if you don't let on that you've got noble
bl ood. "

"Commoners getting out of hand, are they?" Amatu said. "Well, we'll tend to
that once we've beaten the Al garvians, by the powers above."

"I"'msurprised you didn't take your dragons up to Jelgava," Skarnu rmurmured.



"You' d have felt right at hone there." Amatu stared at himin annoyed

i nconmpr ehensi on. Lauzdonu snickered and then tried to pretend he hadn't.

Jel gavan nobl es had | ong since given thensel ves a nane for reaction. That
Amat u coul dn't hear how he sounded warned that he woul d i ndeed have fit right
in.

Lauzdonu sai d, "Skarnu knows how t hings work these days, better than we do."

"l suppose so," Amatu spoke grudgingly.

"Zarasai." Skarnu spoke in nmusing tones. "Wll, anong other things, that's a
good place to nonitor the ley lines comng down toward the coast fromthe
north and west."

"What are you tal king about?" Amatu sounded inpatient, in a way that remnm nded
Skarnu achingly of Krasta. Lauzdonu murnured in the other returned exile's
ear. "Ch." Amatu's nod was reluctant, too, even after he got the point. Skarnu
wonder ed what he'd done to nake the irregulars hate himenough to saddle
hinself with these two. Maybe it's their revenge on ne for being of noble

bl ood nysel f. He sighed. The Al garvians were the only people on whom he want ed
t hat nuch revenge.

* * *

A Val mi eran waiter fawned on Col onel Lurcanio- and, incidentally, on Krasta,
too. Krasta expected servile deference fromcommoners. So did Lurcanio:
servile deference of a slightly different sort, the deference of the conquered
to their conquerors. Since he got it here, he seened happy enough. In fact, he
seened happi er than he had for quite sone tine.

"The war news nust be good," Krasta ventured.

"Better, at any rate," Lurcanio allowed. "Even if the cursed Unkerlanters did
keep us fromretaking Durrwangen, they won't be doing anything nmuch for sone
weeks. General Mud has replaced General Wnter over there, you see."

"No, | don't see." Krasta's voice had an edge in it. "Wat are you talking
about ? Why do you always talk in riddles?"

"No riddle," he said, and then paused while the waiter brought himwhite wne
and Krasta ale. Wen the fellow scurried off again, Lurcanio resuned: "No
riddle, | say, nmerely nmud, a great, gluey sea of it. And when the fighting
starts again, it will be on our terns, not King Swemel's." He raised his

wi negl ass. "To victory!"

"To victory!" Krasta sipped her ale. Part of her- she wasn't sure how nuch

and it varied fromday to day, sonetinmes fromminute to mnute- even neant it.
An Al garvian triunph in the west would justify everything she'd done here, and
the Unkerlanters were surely uncul tured barbarians who deserved what ever
happened to them The other things an Algarvian triunph in the west would
nean. . .

This time, Krasta gulped at the ale. She didn't want to think about that.

She was relieved when the waiter brought the dinners they' d ordered: beef ribs
in a creany gravy with spinach in cheese sauce and boil ed beans for her, a
trout sautéed in wine and a green salad for Lurcanio. He stared at her plate
in sone benusement, remarking, "I have never understood why Val m erans aren't
round as footballs, considering what you eat."

"You conpl ain about things like that al nbst every tine we go out," Krasta



said. "I like the way ny ki ngdom cooks. Wy aren't Algarvians all skin and
bones, if they eat the way you do?"

Lurcani o | aughed and mnmed taking a sword in the chest. Like so many of his
countrynen, he had a gift for pantom me. Even though Krasta had been feeling
gl oony, his antics nmade her smle. He had charm when he chose to use it. And
he al so had frightful severity when he chose to use that. The conbi nati on kept
Krasta of f bal ance, never quite sure where she stood.

Before long, he'd reduced his trout to nothing but a skeleton with head and
tail still attached. "It's |looking at you," Krasta said with nore than a
little distaste. "Those boiled eyes staring up..."

"You, mlady, have never seen conbat," Lurcanio answered. "If you had, you
woul d not let sonething so small as a fish head get in the way of your
appetite." Under the table, his hand found her leg, well above the knee. "O
any of your appetites,"” he added.

Krasta sighed. She knew what that nmeant. Lurcani o never raised a fuss if she
kept himout of her bed of an evening. But she didn't dare do it very often
If she did, he was liable to find someone el se who wouldn't. That would | eave
her without an Al garvian protector. Spring was in the air, but the thought
filled her with winter. The occupiers answered to thenselves, and to

t hensel ves al one. Wthout an Al garvian by her side, what was she? Fair gane,
she thought, and shivered.

"Are you cold, mlady?" Colonel Lurcanio asked. Startled, Krasta shook her
head. Lurcanio's smile put her in mnd of that of a beast of prey. "Good. You
are well advised not to be cold." She sighed again.

After supper, Lurcanio's driver threaded his way through the dark streets of
Priekule to a theater not far fromthe palace. The play, |ike so nmany show ng
t hese days, was a conedy of nmanners from a couple of centuries before: nothing
init that could of fend anyone, Valnieran or Al garvian. Nothing political, at
any rate; the manners it featured were nostly bad, including an inordinate
nunmber of cuckol di ngs. Lurcanio | aughed his head off.

"Do you think infidelity is funny?" Krasta asked, not w thout malice
af oret hought, as they headed for the exit.

"That depends,"” Lurcanio replied with a splendid Al garvian shrug. "If it
happens to soneone el se, nost certainly. If | give the horns, all the nore so.
If | have to wear them and if | have to notice | amwearing them that is
anot her busi ness altogether. Do you understand ne?"

"Aye," Krasta said coldly. He'd made her very unhappy when he caught her
ki ssing Viscount Val nu. She didn't want that to happen again. |If she decided
to stray once nore, she knew she dared not get caught.

She was noodily silent on the ride back to the mansion on the edge of town.
Lurcanio affected not to notice. That, Krasta knew, was an act. It was a good
act, and woul d have been better had he not been so consci ous of how good it
was.

When they got there, Lurcanio went up the stairs to Krasta's bedchanber with
the easy famliarity of a man who had visited it many tines before. H s nmanner
in the bedchanber sonetines struck her as a good act, too, again slightly
marred by his being aware of how good it was. But he succeeded in giving her
pl easure as well as taking his own. Things could have been worse. Lurcanio
occasionally nmade it plain that they coul d have been worse. \Wat he'd done
with her, to her, after catching her with Valnu... Such things had been



against the lawin Valmera, and still were, she'd heard, in Jel gava.
Afterwards, Lurcanio dressed quickly. "Sleep well, ny sweet,"” he said. "I know
| shall."” Even his yawn was as cal cul ated, as theatrical, as anything she'd
seen on the stage earlier in the evening.

But Krasta, full and sated, did sleep well- until, sonme tinme after mdnight, a
noi sy commotion at the front entrance woke her. Soneone was poundi ng on the
door and shouting, "Let ne in! By the powers above, let nme in!" at the sane
time as the Algarvian sentries out there yelled, "Silence! Stopping! Stopping
or blazing!"

Krasta threw open her wi ndow and cried, "No! No blazing! |I knowthis man."
Then, in a |l ower voice, she went on, "This is nost unseenly, Viscount Val nu
What in bl azes are you doing here at whatever hour this is?"

“Marchioness, | amhere to save ny life, if | can," Valnu answered. "If |

don't do it here, | won't do it anywhere."
"I can't inmagine what you're tal king about,"” Krasta said.

"Let me inand I'lIl tell you." Valnu's voice rose with urgency once nore: "Oh,
by the powers above, let ne in!"

"Shutting up, noisy maniac," one of the sentries said. "Wking everyone
i nsi de, naki ng everyone to hating you."

"I don't hate him" Krasta said sharply, which was, nost of the tinme, true. As
if to prove it, she added, "I'Il be right down."

Her night tunic and trousers were thin and filny; she threw on a cl oak over
them By the time she got downstairs, several servants had gathered in the
front hall. Krasta sent themback to bed with angry gestures and opened the
front door herself. Valnu darted in and fell at her feet, as if prostrating

hi nsel f before the king of Unkerlant. "Save ne!" he cried, as melodramatically
as an Al garvi an.

"Ch, get up." Krasta's voice turned irritable. "I let you into ny house. If
this is some mad schene to get ne to let you into nmy bed, you're wasting your
time." Anything she said here would get back to Lurcanio, as she was uneasily
aware. She hated having to be uneasy about anyt hing.

But Val nu answered, "I did not cone here for that. | did not cone here to see
you at all, mlady, though | bless you for letting ne in. | cane here to see
your protector, the em nent Count and Col onel Lurcanio. He can truly save ne,
where you cannot."

"And why should | save you, Viscount Val nu?" Lurcanio strode into the front
hall fromthe west wing. "Wy should | not order you blazed for disturbing ny
rest, if not for any of a |arge nunber of other good reasons?"

"Because, except in this particular instance, perhaps, you would be bl azing an
i nnocent nman," Val nu sai d.

"My dear fellow, you have not been an innocent for a great many years,"
Lurcanio said with sardonic glee. "Not even in your left ear."

Val nu bowed very low. "That you pick the left rather than the right proves how
closely you listen to your fellow officers who know nme well- know ne
intimately, one night even say. But | aman innocent in matters concerning
your bold Al garvian hounds. By the powers above, your Excellency, | am"



"And what matters are those?" Sure enough, Lurcanio had a purr in his voice,
alnost as if he were talking to Krasta after beddi ng her

"They think I am playing sone sort of stupid- some sort of idiotic- double
gane, |looking to tear down everything Al garve's done," Valnu answered. "It's a
lie! By the powers above, a lie!" He did not draw attention to the kilt he was
wearing. At first, Krasta thought that might be a m stake. Then she deci ded
Val nu was nmaking Lurcanio notice it for hinself- not a bad ploy.

She saw the Al garvian eyeing Valnu's bare, knobby knees. But her |over was
first and forenost an officer of his kingdom "You've called on the powers
above twi ce now, Viscount," he said. "By the powers above, sir, why should
bel i eve you and not ny kingdomis hounds? Their task, after all, is to sniff
out treason and rebellion wherever they find them If they turn their noses
your way..."

"I'f they turn themny way, they turn themin the wong direction," Val nu

i nsisted. "Ask your lady, if you doubt ne."

That made Col onel Lurcani o |augh out |oud. "Considering the enbrace the two of

you were enjoying when | was so inconsiderate as to interrupt you, | mght be
inclined to doubt her objectivity." But his eyes swung toward Krasta
nonet hel ess. "Well, nilady? Wat say you?"

Krasta coul d have said a good deal. Val nu nust have known she could have said
a good deal. He was betting his life that she didn't want himdead, no matter
how much he'd irked her in days gone by- and he'd irked her a great dea

i ndeed.

I f she spoke against him he was dead. |If she spoke for himtoo ful sonely,
Lurcani o woul dn't believe her. Wiat she did say was, "Watever his probl em may
be, I wish he wouldn't bring it here at this ridicul ous hour of the norning.
And that, Colonel, is nothing but the truth."”

"I wish the same thing." Lurcanio fixed Valnu with a hard stare. "To a certain
degree, | adm re your nerve- but only to a certain degree. Go back to your
hone. If the hounds come for you, then they come- but I will have them explain
t hensel ves to ne before they do anything too drastic. That is the npst |
intend to give you."

Val nu bowed | ow again. "I thank you, your Excellency. It is nore than I
deserve."

"I amafraid you may be right," Lurcanio answered. "Now get out."

"Aye, get out," Krasta said. "Let decent people sleep, if you' d be so kind."
For reasons she absolutely could not fathom both Valnu and Lurcani o started
| aughi ng at her.

* * *

Pekka wi shed things were as they had been before the Al garvians struck at her
conrades and her. Wthout Siuntio, though, they would never be the sane. First
and forenost, she nissed the master nage nore with every passing day. She
hadn't realized how much she'd relied on his good sense, his resolute
optimsm and his capacity for noral outrage till they were gone.

Second, and as inportant in a |less personal, less intimate way, Siuntio had
been the one nage who could keep |l mari nen under sonething vaguely resenbling
control. Ilmarinen was wild for revenge agai nst Al garve, aye, but he was al so



wild for experinmenting with the nature of time and wild for one of the serving
worren at the hostel (a passion apparently not returned, which somehow didn't
seemto bother himin the least) and wild for the birds flocking into the area
with the return of spring and wild for..

"Anyt hi ng! Everything!" Pekka compl ained to Fernao in the dining room one
nmorning. "He is supposed to be in charge. He is supposed to be leading us in
our work against Mezentio's nen. And what is he doing? Running around in al
directions at once, like a puppy in a park full of interesting smells."

The Lagoan mage quirked up a gingery eyebrow. "If you can nmake simles |ike
that in classical Kaunian, maybe you ought to try witing along with
magecraft.”

"I do not want to try witing," Pekka said. "I want to get on with the work we
are supposed to be doing. Have we done that under Il marinen? He is not the
| eader | hoped he would be. | hate to say that, but it is the truth."

"Some people are not nmade to be either |eaders or followers," Fernao observed.

"Sonme people listen only to thensel ves."

"That may be so," Pekka replied, reflecting that with Il marinen it certainly
seened so. "But leading is the job he has been given."

Fernao sipped fromhis nug of tea and | ooked at her over the top of it with
hi s di sconcertingly Kuusanman eyes. "If he is not doing it, maybe you shoul d
have it instead."

"Me?" Pekka's voice rose to a startled squeak, one that made Raahe and Al ki o,
sitting a couple of tables away, turn and stare at her. She fought for quiet,
fought and won it. "How could |I take it? By what right? Wthout Siuntio and
Il marinen, this project would not exist. The Seven Princes would not have
supported it."

"As may be." Fernao shrugged. "But now that they are supporting it, do you not
t hi nk they expect success to follow fromthat support?"

"I couldn't," Pekka nmuttered in Kuusaman, nore to herself than to him "It
woul d be Iike throwing nmy father out onto the street."

But the Lagoan nmge's grasp of her |anguage got better day by day. "Not to do
with famly," he said in Kuusaman, and then returned to cl assical Kaunian
"This is not even the business of the kingdom This is the business of the
worl d."

"I couldn't," Pekka repeated.

Now Fernao eyed her with the first open disapproval she'd seen fromhim "Wy
not ?" he asked pointedly. "If not you, who? | aman ignorant foreigner. The
newconers?" He |lowered his voice a little further. "They are all a step bel ow
you and two steps behind you. If it is not to be Ilnmarinen..."

He had confidence in her where she had none in herself. Pekka had never known
that from anyone but her husband before. She w shed Leino were here now. He
woul d know how to gauge things. In the aftermath of the Al garvians' sorcerous
assault, she'd | ost her feel

And then, when she was hopi ng Fernao woul d | eave her al one, he found one nore
guestion: "How | ong do you suppose it will be before Mezentio's nmages strike
us again? If they do, can we withstand thenf"



"Why shoul d they strike us agai n?" Pekka asked. "Since they hit us the | ast

ti me, what have we done that woul d draw their notice?" She rose fromthe table
and left in a hurry. If she hadn't just made Fernao's point for him what had
she done? He called after her, but she kept wal ki ng.

Going up to her roomdidn't help. She | ooked out and saw nmud and rock where
snow had lain, mud and rock with grass and bushes growi ng furiously. Here,
almost as in the land of the Ice People, everything had to grow furiously, for
winter came early and left late, giving life little tine to burgeon.

Buntings and pipits chirped. Insects buzzed. Before |ong, Pekka knew, there
was liable to be a plague of gnats and nobsquitoes, again as happened on the
austral continent. The bog the countrysi de becane after the snow nelted nade a
perfect breeding ground for all sorts of bugs.

But the signs of spring did nothing to cheer Pekka. Instead, they rem nded her
how time was running out, slipping away t hrough her fingers. Experinents
shoul d have resuned. They shoul d have been strengthened. They hadn't. The

| andscape by the bl ockhouse shoul d have had new craters. It didn't.

"Curse ne if Fernao isn't right," Pekka exclained, though no one was there to
hear her. "If | don't do sonething, who will?"

She left her room and wal ked down the hall to Il marinen's. Her knock was sharp

and perenptory. |l nmarinen opened the door. Wien he saw her, he smled in
sonet hing that |ooked like relief and said, "Oh, good. | thought you were
Li nna." That was the serving woman with whom he was infatuated. "If she

knocked li ke that, she'd want to knock ny bl ock of f next thing."

"I want to knock your block off," Pekka said. "Wy aren't we working nore?
When Mezentio's mages attacked us, you prom sed vengeance for Siuntio. \Were
isit? How far away is it? How |l ong does his shade have to wait?"

"Well, well,"” Ilmarinen said, and then again: "Well, well. Wo's been feeding
you raw neat, ny dear?"

"I am not your dear," Pekka snapped, "not when you sit there and tw ddl e your
t hunbs i nstead of doing what needs doing. If you don't nove this project
forward, Master |l pmarinen, who will?"

"I amnmoving it forward,” Ilmarinen answered, a little uneasily, "and we will
get back in the field very soon.”

"When is soon?" Pekka asked. "W shoul d have been back weeks ago, and you know
it as well as | do. What are the Al garvians doing while we do nothing? How are
we renmenbering Master Siuntio?"

Ilmarinen fell back a step in the face of that barrage of questions.

Uneasi ness gave way to anger on his face. "If you think going forward is so
very easy, Mstress, if you think it can be done just |like that" -he snapped
his fingers- "maybe you ought to try running this ness yourself."

Fernao had told Pekka that. She'd told herself that. Now Il marinen was telling
her that, too? Wth a crisp nod, she said, "Aye, | think you're right. | ought
to. Let's go to the crystallomancer so we can |et Prince Juhai nen know we're
maki ng t he change. Cone on."

"You're serious." |l marinen spoke in tones of wonder.

"By the powers above, | am" Pekka said. "W've been frozen while the ground
was nelting. Time to | et Juhainen know we're going to thaw out." She sighed.



Juhai nen wasn't quite so solidly behind the research project as his
predecessor and uncle, Prince Joroinen, had been. But Joroi nen was dead,
buried in the rubble of the princely pal ace when Al garvi an nmagi c snote
Yliharma. Still, since Juhainen's princely domain included her hone town of
Kaj aani, she expected he woul d take her nore seriously than any of the other
Seven.

Il marinen foll owed her down the hall. "If you're trying to cast me out |like an
Al garvian bandit overthrowing his chieftain, why do you suppose I'd want to
work with you- work under you- afterwards?"

"Why?" Pekka spun on her heel and glared at the older nmage. "I'IlIl tell you
why, Master |l marinen: because | will break you in half with nmy own hands if
you try to | eave. Now, have you got that? At the nonent, it would be a

pl easure."

Pekka waited. If Ilnmarinen's tenper, always uncertain, did burst |ike an egg,
what coul d she do about it? Nothing that she could see. And if the senior
theoretical sorcerer did decide to abandon the project, could she really stop
hi n? She feared she couldn't.

Soneti mes, though, just showing you were ready to face a question neant you
didn't have to. As her son Uo usually did when she took a firm stand,

Il marinen yielded. "Take it, then, and wel cone," he grow ed. "May you have
nore joy of it than | did when it landed in ny lap."

"Joy?" Pekka shook her head. "Not |ikely. But, by the powers above, | am going
to have ny revenge if it's there to have. Now let's get along to the
crystal | omancer and let Prince Juhainen know." She didn't intend to give

Il marinen any chance to change his nind once the shock of being confronted
wore of f.

And he not only came with her, he spoke in favor of the change when Juhai nen's
i mage appeared in the crystal. "For some reason or other- probably doing as |
pl ease all these years- | appear to nake a better sorcerer than
administrator,” he told the prince. "Putting Mstress Pekka in charge of
things here will nove us ahead faster than we could go if | tried to steer us
down the ley line."

Juhai nen said, "If you both think this is for the best, |I will not quarre
with it. Moving down the ley line is what matters. | don't care how you do it,
and | don't think any of ny colleagues will, either."

"Thank you, your Highness," Pekka said with considerable relief. Juhainen was
a young man, hardly nore than a youth, but he | ooked to be show ng the comon
sense that had marked his uncle, Prince Joroinen

H s answer displayed nore of that common sense: "I don't know why you are
t hanki ng ne. You've just had a lot nore hard work | and on your head."

"I't needs doing," Pekka said. "Wth the hel p of everyone here" -she let her
eyes flick toward Ilmarinen- "I think | can get it done."

"Let it be so, then," Prince Juhainen said, and turned back to whatever he'd
been doi ng when the call came in. The crystal into which Pekka had been
speaking flared briefly before returning to qui escence.

Il mari nen gave Pekka a bow hal f nocking, half respectful. "Let it be so,
then," he echoed. "But you can't just let it be so, you know. You have to nake
it be so. Lucky you."



"For now, what | have to do is let the others knowit is so," Pekka said.
"WIl you cone down with me, or would you rather | did that nyself?"

"Ch, I'll cone,” Ilmarinen said. "Sone of themmmay care to see that you
haven't nurdered nme. O course, sone of them may not, too."

When Pekka got down to the dining hall, she was surprised to find Fernao and
Raahe and Alkio still there. Piilis had cone down to eat, too. Her rebellion-
nmy successful rebellion, she thought dizzily- hadn't taken | ong. Fernao's eyes
wi dened when he saw || mari nen behind her. Pekka said, "Ah, good. Now | can
tell everyone at once. Wth the agreenent of Prince Juhainen, | am now
responsi ble for taking our work forward. If the weather lets us do it, | want
us experinenting again within three days."

She' d spoken Kuusanan. She started to turn her words into classical Kaunian
for Fernao, but the Lagoan mage waved to show her she needn't bother. Her eyes
darted to the other theoretical sorcerers. No one burst into appl ause- that
woul d have been cruel to Il narinen- but everyone | ooked pleased. It's nine
now, Pekka thought, and responsibility, heavy as the weight of the world, cane
pressi ng down on her shoul ders.

* * *

Qutuz cane into Hajjaj's office. "Your Excellency, the Marquis Balastro is
here to see you," the Zuwayzi foreign mnister's secretary said.

"I thank you," Hajjaj answered. "Show himin- as you see, | amready to
receive him" He wore an Al garvian-style tunic and pleated kilt. Wth every
day that spring advanced, clothes grew | ess confortable for him but

di sconfort was part of the price he paid for diplomacy.

Qutuz, being a nere secretary, did not have to drape hinself in cloth that
clung and held the heat. After bowing to Hajjaj, he went out to the
ant echanber and returned with Algarve's nminister to Zuwayza. Bal astro wore
tunic and kilt, too, and was sweating in themeven nore than Hajj aj.

The Al garvian mnister offered his hand. Hajjaj clasped it. Balastro said,
"You | ook very well, your Excellency. And you are the picture of sartorial
splendor- for the year after the end of the Six Years' Wr."

Haj jaj |aughed. "What | usually wear never goes out of style- another
advantage to skin, if you care what | think."

"As nmuch as | ever do." Balastro's grin showed teeth white but slightly
crooked. He was a bluff, blocky, mddle-aged man with sandy-red hair streaked
with gray. He wasn't subtle, but he wasn't stupid, either. On the whole,
Hajjaj liked him not that he let that get in the way of doing what he needed
to do for his kingdom

"And how can | help you today, your Excellency?" Hajjaj inquired. "Besides
anmusing you with ny wardrobe, | nmean. Whuld you care for sonme refreshnents?"

Bef ore answering, Balastro |owered hinself to the carpeted fl oor and piled up

cushions till he'd nade a confortable nest. Mdire than nost foreign envoys who
cane to Zuwayza, he imtated | ocal custons. Once he was reclining, he grinned
at Hajjaj and shook his head. "Since you give ne the choice, 1'll decline. How

many hours over the years have you kept ne simmering while we sip and ni bbl e?"

"As many as | thought were needed," Hajjaj answered inperturbably, which made
Bal astro | augh out loud. Hajjaj piled up pillows, too, by his |ow desk. "If,
today, | claiml amsinply aimng to get out of these unpleasantly warm



garnments before too long, | doubt you will be able to contradict ne."

"I'f you like, I'Il take off ny clothes so you can shed yours," Bal astro said.
He' d done that a few tinmes, which made hi muni que in the annals of diplomacy
in Zuwayza. Wth his pale body and his circuntision, though, he did not nake
an i nconspi cuous nude in this kingdom on the contrary.

And so Hajjaj said, "Never mind. By all neans do say on, though. | listen with
great attention.” He had to listen with great attention, Al garve being
Zuwayza's cobel ligerent against King Swemmel of Unkerlant and rmuch the bigger
power of the two.

"Things are | ooking up," Balastro said. "It's been a hard winter, aye, but
things are looking up. | can, | think, say that truthfully now, |ooking at the
way things down in the south have gone.™

"Consi dering how things were there a few weeks ago, Al garve does seemto have

managed a revival," Hajjaj agreed. "After Sulingen fell, there was sone snall
concern |l est your entire position in the south unravel." A lifetinme of

di pl omacy had taught himto mnimze things. Zuwayza and Yani na and even
neutral, |andlocked Ortah had all been terrified of the prospect of swarns of

Unkerl anters rolling down on their kingdons w thout any Al garvian arnmies |eft
to throw t hem back.

"Well, it didn't. It didn't, and it won't." Balastro always spoke confidently.
Here, his confidence seened justified. He went on, "W've stabilized the
battle line, and we're deeper into Algarve than we were a year ago." That was
all true, even if mildly obscene. O course, it said nothing of the debacle at
Sulingen. But then, Balastro did not pretend to be objective.

"I ampleased to hear it," Hajjaj said. "Ceneral |khshid has been full of
admiration for the way you |l et the Unkerlanters overextended thensel ves and
then struck themin the flanks and rear."

"For which |I think him" Balastro, as if the generalship were his. He
continued, "Pity we couldn't drive themout of Durrwangen again, too, but the
mud got too thick too fast. When it dries out again, we'll deal with them
there."”

"May it be so," Hajjaj said, on the whole sincerely. He knew of Unkerl anter
mud, of course, but it didn't seemquite real to him any nore than the savage
sumer heat of Bi shah would seemreal to a man from Durrwangen heari ng about
it without having experienced it.

"Ch, it will." Balastro m ght have been tal ki ng about tomorrow s sunri se.

"We' ve pushed well past the place to both east and west, even if we couldn't
quite break in. A couple of attacks to pinch off the neck of the salient"” -he
gestured- "and the head falls into the basket."

"Avivid image." Deadpan, Hajjaj asked, "Are you sure you will have enough
Kauni ans to nmake it real ?"

"You need have no fear on that score,"” the Algarvian nminister replied. He
inmpaled Hajjaj with a cold green stare. "W would have even nore if you
weren't harboring those cursed refugees."

"Since they are here in ny kingdom King Shazli's kingdom they are no concern
of yours," Hajjaj said: the position Zuwayza had hel d ever since Kaunians from
Fort hweg began sailing to her eastern shore. "And | have repeatedly ordered
themto stay here in Zuwayza and under no circunstances to return to

Fort hweg. "



"You are the soul of virtue," Balastro said sourly. "You know as well as |
your Excellency, that any order you have to give repeatedly is an order that
i s not working."

"Wwuld you rather | gave no such order at all?" Hajjaj returned

"I would rather that you put sone teeth in the order you have given," Balastro
said. "String up a few blonds and the rest will get the point."

"I shall consider it." Hajjaj wondered if he would have to do nore than
consider it. If the Algarvian mnister insisted boisterously enough, he m ght
have to foll ow through

Bal astro grunted. "That's nore than | thought I'd get out of you. You're a
stubborn old crow, Hajjaj- you know that?"

"Why, no, your Excellency." Hajjaj's eyes wi dened in al nbst convincing
surprise. "I had no idea."

"Prevaricating old porcupine, too," Balastro said. "Your father was a tortoise
and your nother was a thornbush."

"Have you got any nore conplinments to pay ne, or are we through till the next
session of teeth-pulling?" Hajjaj asked, but less gruffly than he woul d have
i ked- on the whole, he took Balastro's words for conplinment rather than

i nsult.

"Not quite through," the Algarvian mnister answered. "My mlitary attaché has
asked me to ask you if Zuwayza can do wi thout a good many of the behenoths and
dragons we've sent you over the past couple of years.”

"I amnot the one to respond to questions on matters mlitary," Hajjaj said,
trying to hide the alarmhe couldn't help feeling. "If your attaché does not
care to do so hinmself, | shall raise the issue with General |khshid and pass
on to you his reply."” Assumi ng he doesn't have an apoplexy and fall down
frothing on the floor. "May | tell himwhy you would consider withdrawi ng this
ai d?" You can't be that angry about our harboring the Kaunians... can you?
“I'mno soldier, either," Balastro said, "but what it amounts to is this: we
aimto force a decision in Unkerlant, and we'll need everything we can scrape
toget her when we do it. W don't aimto lose a fight because we didn't strike
a blowwth all our strength."

"I... see," said Hajjaj, who was not altogether sure he did. "Wll, would you
have ne inquire of Ikhshid, or would your attaché sooner do it directly?"

"I'f you'd be so kind, I'd be grateful,"” Balastro answered, suave and snooth as
if he'd never called Hajjaj a porcupine in all his born days.

"As you wi sh, of course," the Zuwayzi foreign mnister said.

"Cood." Bal astro heaved hinmself to his feet, which meant Hajjaj had to rise,
too. The Al garvian made his farewells and departed with the air of a nman well
pl eased wi th hinsel f.

Hajjaj was pleased to be able to shed the clothes he despised. He was nuch

| ess pl eased when he called Qutuz and said, "Wuld you be so kind as to

i nquire of General Ikhshid if he would give nme the pleasure of his conpany for
a few minutes as soon as he conveniently can?"



What that meant in plain | anguage was, Get |khshid here this instant. Qutuz, a
good secretary, recognized as much. "OF course, your Excellency," he said, and
hurried away.

As Hajjaj had hoped he would, he had General I|khshid with himwhen he
returned. Ikhshid was not far fromHajjaj's age: a stocky, white-haired

sol dier who'd served in the Unkerlanter army during the Six Years' Wr and,
rare for a Zuwayzi, had gained captain's rank there. After bows and
hand- cl asps, |khshid spoke with al nost Unkerlanter bluntness: "Al right,
what's gone and got buggered up now?"

"Nothing yet," Hajjaj said. "Marquis Bal astro asked me to inquire of you how
t he buggering mght go forward at sone future date." He relayed the Al garvian
mnister's remarks to the general

| khshid's shining eyebrows were |ike signal flags, astonishingly visible

agai nst his dark skin. They tw tched now, tw tched and then descended and cane
together. "Sounds like they're thinking of staking everything on one throw of
the dice. You don't really want to do that, not if you're fighting a war."

"I wouldn't want to do it no matter what |'mdoing," Hajjaj said. "Wy would
Ki ng Mezenti 0?"

"Al garvians are better soldiers than Unkerlanters,"” |khshid remarked, not

qui te responsively. "Put a conpany of redheads up agai nst a conpany of
Swermmel 's nen and the Al garvians will come out on top. Put a conpany of

Al garvi ans agai nst two conpani es of Unkerlanters and they still might cone out
on top. Put themup against three..." He shook his head.

"Ah." Hajjaj inclined his head. "There's always the third Unkerlanter."

"Aye, there is. There is indeed," |khshid agreed. "The Al garvians didn't take
Cottbus. They didn't take Sulingen. They don't have that many nore chances
left. It's not just men, either, your Excellency. It's horses and uni corns and
behenmot hs and dragons, too. Skill counts, or the redheads wouldn't have got as
far as they did. But weight counts, too, or they' d ve got farther."

"And so the Algarvians are aimng to put all their weight into whatever blow
they choose to strike next," Hajjaj said slowy. "Balastro said as much."

| khshid nodded. "That's how it |ooks to ne, and it'd | ook that way even if
Bal astro hadn't said so."

"Can we afford to Il et themtake dragons and behenot hs out of Zuwayza to strike
this blow?" the foreign mnister asked.

"That conmes down to two questions,"” Ikhshid answered. "First, can we stop 'em
if they choose to do it? | doubt it. And second, of course- when they strike
this blow, will it finally go to the heart?"

"Aye." Hajjaj let out a long, slow sigh. "W have to hope for the best, then."
He wondered what the best was, and if, in this cursed war, it even exi sted.

Ei ght
Fernao found his Kuusanan getting better day by day. Mre Kuusaman nages had
cone to the hostel: not just Piilis and Raahe and Al kio, all of whom spoke

excel | ent classical Kaunian, but several others who didn't know so nuch. Those
| ess fluent newconers weren't directly involved in the experinments the

t heoretical sorcerers were making, but were inportant even so. Their duty was
to repel, or at least to weaken, any new assaults Al garvi an nages ni ght |aunch



agai nst the experinents.

"Can you do it?" Fernao asked one of them a wonan named Vi hti. "Mich force.
Many killings."

"We can try," Vihti answered. "W can fight hard. They are not cl ose.
Di stance-" She used a word Fernao didn't know.

"Di stance does what ?" he asked.

"At-ten-u-ates," Vihti repeated, as to a child, and then used a synonym
"Weakens. If you had been working in the north of Kuusanb and not down here in
the south, the last attack would have done you all in."

"You need not sound so happy," Fernao said.

"I am not happy," Vihti said. "I amtelling you what is." That was sonethi ng
Kuusamans were in the habit of doing. Vihti went off muttering under her
breath, probably about flighty, overinaginative Lagoans.

When Fernao went out to the bl ockhouse with Pekka and Il marinen and the three
newy arrived theoretical sorcerers, he didn't think he was the
overi magi nati ve one. The Kuusamans had done things that no one el se woul d have
dreant of for years.

The bl ockhouse was new, and stronger than the one the Al garvians had w ecked.
But a few of the tinbers were charred ones sal vaged fromthe old bl ockhouse.
Pointing to them Pekka spoke in classical Kaunian: "They help renind us why
we continue our work."

Wiere nothing el se lately seened to have, that got Il marinen's notice. "Aye,"
he grow ed with sonething of the fire he'd had before the Al garvian attack
"Every one of those boards has Siuntio's blood on it."

"We shall have our revenge." Piilis was a careful nman who spoke careful
Kauni an. "That is what Siuntio would have wanted."

Pekka shook her head. "I doubt it. He saw what needed doi ng agai nst Al garve,
but vengeance was never any great part of his style." Her eyes flashed. "I do
not care. Regardl ess of whether he would have wanted ne to take revenge, |
want it for my own sake. | do not think he would have approved. Again, | do
not care."

"Aye." Hot eagerness filled Fernao's voice. He believed in vengeance, too,
probably nore so than any of the Kuusamans. El aborate revenge was part of the
Al garvic tradition Lagoas shared with Sibiu and Al garve hersel f. Kuusanmans
were generally calmer and nore restrained. Siuntio had been. But cal mand
restraint, however valuable in peacetine, grew |less so after war began

Fewer secondary sorcerers had acconpani ed Fernao and his col |l eagues to the

bl ockhouse this tine. Wth the comng of spring, the experinmental aninals
shoul dn't freeze unless nmamgecraft kept themwarm But the secondary sorcerers
still did have to transfer the spell Pekka would recite to the racks of cages
that held the rats and rabbits.

"Renmenber, we are trying sonething new this tine," Pekka said. "If all goes as
pl anned, nost of the sorcerous energy we unleash today will strike at a point
wel |l renoved fromthe aninals. We have to learn to do this if we are to turn
our nmagecraft into a proper weapon. The Algarvians can do it with their

nmur derous nmagi c. W nust be able to match them™



"And if things don't go quite right, we'll bring it down on our own heads, and
that will put paid to this project once for all,"” Ilmarinen said.

Qddly, his gloomdidn't bother Fernao so nmuch. The master nage had been making
cracks like that for as |ong as Fernao had been in Kuusanmp... and undoubtedly
for a |lot of decades before that. Getting himback to sounding like his
sardonic self was if anything an inprovenent.

"Are we ready?" Pekka's voice had steel in it, warning that anyone who wasn't
ready would face her wath. She didn't even cone up to the top of Fernao's
shoul der, but he wouldn't have wanted to have to do that. No one adm tted he
wasn't ready. Pekka's gaze flicked around the bl ockhouse. After a sharp
abrupt nod, she quietly recited the ritual sentences w th which Kuusamans
began any sorcerous operation

Raahe and Alkio and Piilis spoke the words with her. So did the secondary
sorcerers and Vihti and the other protective nages. And so did Il nmarinen, who
had about as little concern for nbost forns of ritual correctness as any w zard
Fernao had ever known. Fernao hinself stood nute. Pretending he shared the
Kuusamans' belief would have been usel ess, perhaps even dangerous, hypocrisy.

No one insisted that he join the recitation. But when it was through, Pekka
glanced toward him "In ny class at Kajaani Gty College, you would have had
to say the words," she remarked.

"We are all learning here," Fernao answered.

That seened to pl ease her. She nodded again, nore relaxed, less jerky, than
she had been. Then, after a couple of deep breaths, she turned to the
secondary sorcerers and asked again in Kuusaman if they were ready. Fernao
knew a certain anmount of pride at understanding the question. He understood

t he answer, too- they confirnmed they were. Pekka inhaled once nore, then spoke
first in her |language and afterwards in classical Kaunian: "I begin."

And begin she did, with the sane quiet authority Fernao had seen again and
again in her incanting. She was rougher at her work than a nmage who spent day
after day refurbishing rest crates would have been at his, but such a nmage
barely touched the surface of sorcery, while Pekka understood it down to the
very roots, down deeper, in fact, than anyone before her had imagi ned those
roots ran. Watching her, listening to her attack the spell, Fernao could have
| oved her not for who she was but for what she knew, a distinction of a sort
he' d never imagi ned nmaki ng.

He felt rather less proud of the spell she was using. Al the Kuusanmans had
joined together in crafting it, and it had the snoothed corners and

shapel essness characteristic of a work formed by commttee. Even with his

i mperfect grasp of Kuusanman, he could tell as much fromthe feel of the air in
t he bl ockhouse as she worked. He did not doubt the spell would do what it was
designed to do. But it had no elegance to it. Had Siuntio drafted it, it would
have been half as long and twi ce as strong; Fernao was sure of it. He had no
proof, though. He woul d never have proof, not anynore, not with Siuntio dead.

Force built- not the blood-tasting force the Al garvians had brought down on

t heir heads, but potent nonethel ess. Potent enough to confront Mezentio's

nmur der - power ed magi c? Fernao woul dn't have thought so, not fromwhat was in
the air, but he'd seen what this energy rel ease could do. Transferring it from
one site to another seened far easier than finding out howto elicit it had
been.

And then, as matter approached a climax, Pekka made the sort of mistake that
could befall any mage working through a I ong, conmplex, difficult spell: she



dropped a line. Ilmarinen junped. Piilis exclained in horror. Raahe and Al kio
sei zed each other's hands as if they never expected to touch anything el se
agai n.

Fernao knew a certain anmount of pride at recognizing the problemas fast as
any of the Kuusamans. He al so knew the sanme fear that gripped them

Il marinen's joke about bringing the sorcerous energy down on their own heads
wasn't funny anynore. \Wen things went wong at this stage..

"Counterspells!" Il nmarinen rapped out, and began to chant wi th sudden harsh
urgency. So did Raahe and Al kio, their two voices nmerging into one. So did
Pekka, trying to reverse what she'd unleashed. Dismay still seened to freeze
Piilis.

Not so Fernao. For a long tinme, he'd had nothing to do but draft and refine
counterspells. Because he wasn't fluent in Kuusaman, he'd been only an
energency backstop, a firewall. The spell he raced through now wasn't in
Kuusaman, or even classical Kaunian. It was in Lagoan: his birthspeech, he'd
| ong since decided, would be best for such magic, for he could use it faster
and nore accurately than any ot her

And he, like the rest of the nages, was incanting for his |life now He knew as
much. The sorcerous energies that would have torn a new hole in the | andscape
were poised now to do the sane to the nages who had unl eashed them If the
mages couldn't divert those energi es, weaken them spread them fast enough
they wouldn't get a second chance.

Past, present, and future seenmed to stretch very thin- all too fitting for the
sort of sorcery they'd been using. Fernao felt an odd rush of nmenories: from
his youth, from his childhood, fromwhat he woul d have taken oath were his
father's and grandfather's childhoods as well- but all recalled or perhaps
relived with as nuch inmredi acy, as nuch reality, as his own. And, at the sane
time (if tine had any neani ng here), he knew al so nenories fromyears he
hadn't yet experienced: fromhinself as an old man; fromone of the children
he did not at this nonent have, also old; and fromthat child' s child.

He wi shed he could have held those nmenories instead of just being aware that
he'd had them Al the Kuusanman nages around hi mwere exclaining in awe and
dread as they used their counterspells, so he supposed they were going through
the sane thing he was. And then, at |ast, when he thought the chaos in the

ti mestream woul d cast themadrift in duration- or perhaps cast themout of it
al t oget her- the counterspells began to bite.

Now suddenly took on nmeani ng again. H s consci ousness, which had been spread
over what felt like a century or nore, contracted back to a single sharp point
t hat advanced heartbeat by heartbeat. He renmenbered things that had happened
to himbefore that point, but nothing nore. No, not quite nothing nore: he
renmenber ed renenbering other things, but he could not have said what they

ver e.

"Well, well,” Ilmarinen said. Sweat beaded his face and soaked the arnpits of
his tunic. Even so, he didn't forget to use classical Kaunian: "Wasn't that
interesting, ny friends?" He didn't forget his ironic tone, either

Pekka, who had been standing while she cast the spell that went awy, slunped
down onto a stool and began to weep, her face hidden in her hands. "I could
have... us all,"” she said in a broken voice. Fernao didn't know t he Kuusaman
verb, but he would have been astonished if it didn't mean kill ed.

He |inped over to her and put a hand on her shoulder. "It is all right," he
said, cursing the classical tongue for not letting himsound colloquial. "W



are safe. W can try again. W shall try again."

"Aye, no harmdone,"” Il marinen agreed. "Any spell you live through is a spel
you |l earn something from"

"Learn what ?" Pekka said with a | augh that sounded nore |ike hysterics than
mrth. "Not to miss a line at the key nonent of the incantation? | was already
supposed to know that, Master ||l marinen, thank you very kindly."

Fernao said, "No, | think there is nmore to | earn here than that. Now we know
fromthe inside out what our spell does, or sone of what it does. If our next
version is not better on account of that, | shall be surprised. The nethod was

drastic, but the lesson is worthwhile."

"Aye," Il marinen repeated. "The Lagoan nage has the right of it." He glanced
over at Fernao. "Accidents will happen." Fernao smiled and nodded, as if at a
conpliment. Il marinen glared at him which was exactly what he wanted.

* * *

Every time a peasant sneaked into the woods and sought out the battered band
of irregulars Garivald was | eading these days, he al nost w shed the newconer
woul d go away. He'd heard a great many tal es of woe, sone of themhorrible
enough to nove himclose to tears. How could he resist bringing such people
into the band? He couldn't. But what if one of themwas |ying?

"What do | do?" he asked Cbhilot. "Let in the wong man- or wonan- and the
Grelzers will know everything about us a day later."

"I'f we don't get new blood, they won't care about us one way or the other,"
she answered. "If we didn't take chances, none of us would be irregulars in
the first place."

Garivald grunted. That held an unpl easant anmount of truth. But he said, "It's
not on your shoulders. It's on ny shoulders. And you're one of the people who
hel ped dunp it there." He glowered at her with none of the interest, none of
the Iiking- why lie? none of the desire- he usually felt.

nhilot net the glare with a shrug. "Minderic got killed. Sonmebody had to | ead
us. Why not you? Thanks to your songs, people have heard your nane. They want
to join Garivald the Songnaker's band."

"But | don't want to lead them" Garivald said in a sort of whispered scream
"I never wanted to | ead anybody. Al | ever wanted to do was raise a decent
crop and stay drunk through the winter and- |ately- nake songs. That's all
curse it!"

"I wanted this and that, too," Ohilot said. "The Al garvians nade sure

woul dn't have any of that." She'd never said just why she'd joined the
irregulars, but she hated the redheads with a passion that nmade what her nale
contrades felt toward them seemnere mld distaste by conparison. "And now you
can't have the things you always wanted, either. Isn't that one nore reason to
want to do everything you can to nake them suffer?"

"I suppose so," he admitted. "But it doesn't nmean | want to | ead. Besides, we
aren't strong enough to do anything much right now "

"W will be." Obilot sounded nore confident than Garivald felt.

He didn't have to answer. Rain had been falling steadily for a while. Now
lightning flashed and thunder bell owed, drowning out anything he night have



sai d. Nobody could do anything nmuch in such weather: the Gel zers coul dn't
push into the woods, as they had when snow |l ay on the ground, but the band of
irregulars couldn't very well sally forth by squel ching through the nud.

After another peal of thunder runbled and subsided, Obilot said, "Wuld you
rat her be taking orders from Sadoc?"

"That's not fair," Garivald answered, though he couldn't have said why it
wasn't. As a matter of fact, he had no desire whatever to take orders from
Sadoc; the idea scared hi mworse than going up against the Algarvians in
battle. But no one had proposed the inept woul d-be nmage to succeed Munderi c.
No one had proposed Garivald, either, or not exactly. People had just |ooked
at him They hadn't | ooked at anyone el se, and so the job ended up his.

But the irregulars couldn't very well stay holed up in the woods forever
either. A fellow naned Razalic cane up to Garivald while the rain was stil
falling and said, "You know, boss, we're al nost out of food."

"Aye," Garivald agreed, not altogether happily. "W'd better pay a call on one
of those villages outside the forest- maybe on nore than one of them" Sone of
the peasant villages in these parts collaborated with the irregulars and gave
themgrain and neat. Qthers had firstnmen who worked hand in glove with the
Grel zer authorities and with their Al garvian puppet nasters.

But when Garivald led a couple of dozen nen out of the woods, he found the
peasants fromeven the friendliest villages inperfectly delighted to see him
He' d expected nothing better. Early spring was the hungry tinme of year for
everybody. Living on the end of the supplies that had brought themthrough the
winter, the peasants had little left over to share with anyone.

"What do you want us to do?" he asked the firstman of a ham et naned Dargun
"Dry up and bl ow away and | eave you at the nmercy of the redheads and the
Grel zer dogs who sniff their arses?"

"Well, no," the firstman answered, but he didn't sound pleased. "Don't want
the brats here to starve, either, though."

Garivald set his hands on his hips. He knew a tri mer when he heard one. "You
can't have it both ways," he said. "W can't farmand fight the Al garvians at
the sane tinme. That neans we've got to get food from sonewhere. This is
somewhere." Even to him though, it |ooked |ike nowhere. Next to Dargun
Zossen- nothing out of the ordinary as villages went- |ooked like a

nmet ropol i s.

The firstnman's sigh was close to a wail. "Wiat | really wish is, things were
back the way they were before the war started. Then | woul dn't have to..
worry all the time."

Then | woul dn't have to make hard choices. That, or sonething close to it, had
to be what he neant. And what hard choi ces was he contenpl ati ng? Feeding the
irregulars or betraying themto the soldiers who followed fal se King Raniero?
That was one obvi ous possibility.

"Everything gets renenbered,"” Garivald remarked, keeping his tone casual
"Aye, that's so- everything gets renenbered. Wien King Swenmel's inspectors
cone back to this part of the realm they' Il know who did what, even if
sonet hi ng goes wong with us. Sonmebody will tell them O do you think I'm
wr ong?"

By the look the firstman gave him he was certainly | oathsone, regardl ess of
whet her he was right or wong. "If the inspectors ever get this far again,"



the fell ow said.

Munderic woul d have bl ustered and bell owed. Garivald pulled a knife fromhis
belt and started cleaning dirt fromunder his fingernails with the point.
"Chance you take," he agreed, doing his best to stay mld. "But if you think
the inspectors aren't ever com ng back, you never should have started feeding
us in the first place.”

The firstman bit his lip. "Curse you!" he nuttered. "You don't nake things
easy, do you? Aye, | want the Al garvians out, but-"

"But you don't want to do anything to nake that happen,"” Garivald finished,
and the firstman bit his lip again. Garivald went on, "You're not fighting.
Fai r enough- not everybody can fight. But if you won't fight and you won't
hel p the folk who are fighting, what good are you?"

"Curse you," the firstman repeated, his voice weary, hopeless. "It al npst
doesn't matter who wins the stinking war. Woever it is, we |ose. Take what
you need. You woul d anyhow. " Back before the Al garvians had haul ed hi mout of
Zossen, Grivald hadn't felt nmuch different. He'd just w shed the war would go
away and | eave himand his alone. But it hadn't worked like that. It woul dn't
work |ike that here in Dargun, either

Along with his irregulars and several pack nules borrowed fromthe village, he
trudged toward the woods. One peasant from Dargun cane along, too, to |lead the
nmul es back after they weren't needed anynore. The mul es were heavily | aden

wi th sacks of beans and barley and rye. So were the nmen- as heavily | aden as
they could manage and still wal k through the nud. Garivald, his back bent and
creaking, didn't want to think about what would happen if a Gelzer patrol
cane across them Because he didn't want to think about it, he had trouble

t hi nki ng about anythi ng el se.

More irregulars met themat the edge of the woods and took the sacks the nules
carried. The peasant headed off to Dargun. Garivald wondered if he shoul d have
kept hi m behind. Minderic mght have. But Garivald didn't see nuch point to
it. Everybody knew the irregul ars denned sonmewhere in this forest. The peasant
woul dn't find out where. As far as Garivald could see, that nmeant he was no
great risk.

Wien he got back to the clearing the irregulars had reclainmed after the
Grelzer raiders left the wood, he expected appl ause fromthe nmen and wonen who
hadn't gone along to bring in the supplies. After all, he'd done what he set
out to do. If anything, he'd done better than he expected. They woul dn't have
to worry about food again for two or three weeks, maybe even a nonth.

And, indeed, people were staring at himand the nen he led as they canme into
the clearing. Arong the people staring were a couple of men Garivald had never
seen before. He wondered if he ought to shrug the beans off his back and grab
for his stick. But the irregulars who hadn't gone out to Dargun seened to take
t he newconers for granted. They wouldn't have if they'd thought the strangers
nmeant troubl e.

oil ot cane up to one of those strangers and pointed toward Garivald. "That's
our | eader," she said, her voice not |oud but very clear. A couple of the
other irregul ars nodded. Garivald straightened with pride despite the wei ght
he carried.

Bot h newconers strode toward him They had on rock-gray tunics. At first, that
neant little to him a lot of the men in his band still wore the ever nore

t hreadbare clothes they'd used while serving in King Swermel's arny. But these
tunics weren't threadbare. They weren't particularly clean, but they were new.



Garivald didn't need long to realize what that neant. He |let the sacks of
beans down to the ground and stuck out his hand. "You must be real soldiers!"
he excl ai ned.

The two nmen | ooked at each other. "He's quick,"” one of them said.
"Aye, he is,"” the other agreed. "That's efficient.” But, by the way one of his
thi ck eyebrows rose, he mght have thought Garivald too quick for his own
good.

"Wonderful to see real soldiers here," Garivald said. He knew the rea
fighting still lay far to the west, which led to an obvi ous question: "Wat
are you doi ng here?"

"Being efficient.” The Unkerl anter soldiers spoke together. The one who m ght
have t hought Garivald too efficient continued, "W've brought you a crystal."

"Have you, now?" Garivald wondered how efficient that was. "Can | keep it
activated w thout have to sacrifice sonebody every nonth or two, the way a
mage had to do back in nmy home village?"

Before the soldiers could answer, Sadoc's big head bobbed up and down. "Aye,
you can," he said. "There's a power point in these woods- not a very big one,
but it's there. If it wasn't, | couldn't work any nmagecraft at all."

In Garivald' s view, that woul d have been an inprovenent, but he didn't say so.
I nst ead, he gave a sharp, quick nod and turned back to the soldiers. "Al
right. | guess | can run a crystal. Now what will | do with it?"

"What ever his Majesty's officers tell you to do, by the powers above,"
answered the one who'd nentioned the crystal. "W're getting these things out
to as many bands behind the Al garvian line as we can. The nore you peopl e work
with the regular army, the nore efficient the fight against the redheads
becomnes. "

That made a certain anount of sense. It also fit in with everything Garivald
knew about King Swenmmel: he wanted control as firmy in his fists as he could
make it. The other Unkerlanter soldier said, "We'Ill also bring you weapons and
nmedi ci nes whenever we can."

"Good. I"'mglad to hear it. W can use them" Garivald eyed the two regul ars.
"And you'll tell us what to do whenever you can.”

They | ooked at each other for a nmonent. Then they both nodded. "Well, of
course," they said together

* * *

Bermbo wal ked up to Sergeant Pesaro in the constabul ary barracks and said,
"Sergeant, | want sone |leave tine."

Pesaro | ooked himup and down. "I want all sorts of things I'mnot going to
get," the fat sergeant said. "After a while, | get over it and go about ny
busi ness. You'd better do the sane, or you'll be sorry."

"Have a heart!" Benbo exclained- not a plea likely to win success when ai ned
at a superior. "I haven't been back to Tricarico in forever. Nobody's got out
of Forthweg in a denon of a long tine. It's not fair. It's not right."

Pesaro opened a drawer of the desk behind which he sat. "Here." He handed
Bembo a form a formfor requesting | eave, Benbo saw. "Fill this out, give it



back to nme, and 1'll pass it on up the line... and it'll bloody well get
i gnored, the way every other |eave-request formgets ignored.”

"It's not fair!" Benbo repeated.
"Life's not fair," Pesaro answered. "If you don't believe ne, go dye your hair
bl ond and see what | ooking |ike a Kaunian gets you. They aren't taking many

| eave requests fromsoldiers, and they aren't taking any from constabl es. But

if you want to volunteer to go fight in Unkerlant so you have a little chance
of getting leave, |1've got a formfor that, too." He nade as if to reach into
t he desk drawer again.

"Never mind," Benbo said hastily. "I feel better about things already."
Conpared to leave in Tricarico, patrolling the streets of G onheort wasn't so
good. Conpared to fighting bloodthirsty Unkerlanter maniacs, it wasn't so bad.

"There, you see?" Pesaro's round, jowy face radiated as nmuch goodwill as a
sergeant's face was ever likely to show But he didn't keep on beam ng for

I ong. The scowl that spread over his countenance was nuch nore in character
"What in blazes are you doi ng now?"

"Filling out the leave form" Benbo answered, doing just that. "You never can
tell. Lightning mght strike."

"Lightning' Il strike you," Pesaro runbled. But he waited till Benbo finished
checki ng boxes, and he didn't throw the formin the wastebasket by the desk.
In fact, he read through it. "Wat's this?" H's coppery eyebrows | eaped up
"I want to start a famly'? You son of a whore, you're not married!"

"Sergeant, you don't have to be married to do what it takes to start a
famly." Benbo was the picture- the inplausible picture, but the picture
nonet hel ess- of innocence.

Pesaro snorted. "If you think his Majesty is going to ship you back to
Tricarico so you can get your ashes haul ed, you've been chew ng on Zuwayzi
hashi sh. You know where the brothels are in town."

"It's not the same in a brothel,"” Benbo conpl ai ned.

"No- you have to pay for it." Pesaro | ooked down at the formagain. H's

shoul ders shook with silent |aughter. "Beside, how do you know you'd get laid
if you did go back to Tricarico? It's not |like you even had a girlfriend there
or anything."

That really hurt, not |east because it was true. "Sergeant!" Benbo said
reproachful ly.

But Sergeant Pesaro | ost patience- not sonething of which he'd ever had any
great supply. "Enough!" he grow ed. "Too fornicating nmuch! Get your arse out
on the street. I'll send the stinking formup the line. Just don't hold your
breath waiting for a ley-line caravan ticket back to Tricarico, that's all."
To add insult to injury, he started eating one of the flaky, many-I|ayered
pastries full of honey and nuts in which Forthweg specialized. He didn't offer
Benbo any.

Stomach gurgling, head full of a sense of injustice that would have been worse
still if he hadn't paused to contenplate the idea of going to Unkerlant, Benbo
stonmped out of the barracks. He couldn't even conplain to Oraste; his partner
was nursing a sprained ankle, and couldn't walk his beat for a few days. On
refl ection, Benbo decided that wasn't so bad. He'd met a | ot of people nore
synpathetic than Oraste. Had he nmet anybody | ess synpathetic? He wasn't so



sure about that.

Even early in the norning, the day was fine and mld. He didn't m nd

G onheort's weat her, which wasn't nuch different from Tricarico' s. Now that

wi nter had given way to spring, the rain had pretty much stopped. Before | ong,
he woul d be sweating and gl ad of his broad-brimred hat to keep his face from
bur ni ng.

Fort hwegi ans on their way to work and to Gronheort's market square crowded the
streets. Men wore knee-length tunics, wonen garnents that reached al nost to
their ankl es. Benbo wondered how many of them were Kaunians in sorcerous

di sgui se. He couldn't do anything about that, not by hinself, not unless
sonebody' s features changed right before his eyes.

Just before he rounded a corner, he heard raucous hoots and jeers. \Wen he did
round it, he spied a bright blond head conming his way. As the wonan drew
closer, he realized the Forthwegi ans weren't raising an uproar only because
she was a Kauni an. Seeing her made hi mwant to raise an uproar hinself. She
was young and pretty, and wore a tunic of transparent green silk, while her
trousers m ght have been painted onto her hips and haunches, display all the
nore startling in a |land where nost- alnost all- wonen didn't try to show off
t heir shapes.

She stopped in front of Benbo, letting himlook her up and down. The way she

| ooked at himwas half respectful, half as if he were sonething nasty she'd
found on the sole of her shoe. He tried to keep his voice brisk, but couldn't
hel p coughing a couple of times before saying, "You'll have a pass, | expect."

"Aye, Constable, of course |I do," she answered in good Al garvian- he'd
expected that, too. She opened out her belt pouch, took out a fol ded sheet of
paper, and handed it to him

"Dol dasai daughter of Daukantis," he read, and the Kauni an woman nodded. The
pass did indeed allow her out of the Kaunian quarter when and as she chose:
for all practical purposes, it nade her an honorary Forthwegi an. The price

she'd paid to get it was obvious enough. "Aye, |'ve seen you before," Benbo
sai d, handi ng the paper back to her. He smled. "I've always been gl ad when
have, too."

Dol dasai made sure of the precious pass before answering him "I am a wonman

for officers, you know. " Her voice also held that mixture of respect and
contenpt. He was an Al garvian, so she couldn't ignore himas she had the

j eering Forthwegians, but the pass proved she had powerful protectors. And, he
realized a noment later, he was a man- like a lot of courtesans, she likely
despi sed his whol e sex.

He said, "I'mkeeping ny hands to nyself." To prove as much, he clasped them
behi nd his back. "Dressed the way you are, though, you can't expect me not to
| ook. "

"I am a Kaunian in Forthweg," Dol dasai said. "How can | possibly expect
anyt hi ng?" She didn't even sound bitter- just very tired.

Benmbo said, "Powers above, if you don't like the Iife you're living, why don't
you get your hands on the charmthat makes you people | ook |ike Forthwegi ans?
Then you coul d just disappear.”

Dol dasai stared at him perhaps for the first tine noticing the person inside
the uniform "You say this?" she asked. "You say this, a constable of Al garve?
You tell ne to break the | aw your own peopl e nade?" She dug a finger in one
ear, as if to be sure she heard correctly. Her nails were carefully trimed



and painted the col or of bl ood.

"I did say it, didn't 1?" Benbo spoke in some surprise. Maybe, by doing
something like that for her, he could take a tiny step toward making up for
all the Kaunians he'd forced into their tiny district or sinmply sent west.
Maybe, too, he'd just been staring at the pink-tipped breasts so plainly
visible through the thin silk of her tunic. He shrugged. Now that the words
were out of his nouth, he made the best of them "You could do it, you know.
Wio' d be the w ser?"

"Curse you," she nuttered in classical Kaunian before going back to Benbo's

| anguage. "Every tinme | steel nyself to see you Al garvians as not hi ng but
pricks with legs, one of you has to go and remind ne you're people, too." She
set a hand on his arm not provocatively but in a friendly way. "Kind of you
to say that. Kind of you to think that. But | can't."

"Way not ?" Benbo asked. "Seens |ike about every third Kaunian around has
al ready done it. Mre, for all | know "

Dol dasai nodded. "True. But your folk don't hold hostage the parents of nost

Kauni ans in Gronheort. They have way to nake sure of my... good behavior. And
so, you see, | can't just disappear."”

"That's..." Benbo didn't want to say what he thought it was. He could hardly
denounce his own officers to a woman whose | ooks procl ai ned her an eneny of

Al garve. What he did say was, "Tell ne where they're at and I'll see if |
can't get 'emnoved into the regular Kaunian district. After that- well, if

you |l ook |ike everybody el se around these parts, who's going to ask any
guesti ons?"

Now t he Kauni an courtesan frankly gaped. "You would do that... for a blond?"
She didn't rmake hi m answer; she mi ght have been afraid of the result. She

m ght have been wise to be afraid, too. Instead, she hurried on, "If you do
that- if you can do that- I'Il give you anything you want." She shrugged.
Bembo wat ched, entranced. She said, "What difference would one nore tine nake,
especially if it was the |ast?"

"If you think I'Il go all noble and say, 'You don't have to do that,
sweet heart,' you're daft," Benbo said. Dol dasai nodded; she understood such
deal s. Benbo went on, "Now, where are they?"

"They're quartered in Count Brorda's castle- the place where your governor
rul es now," she answered. "Their nanes are Daukantis and Feliksai."

Benmbo started to say he didn't care what their nanes were, but then realized
knowi ng mi ght be useful. Instead, he asked, "Do you know whereabouts they are
in the castle?"

"Aye." Doldasai told him He nmade her repeat it so he had it straight. She
did, and then said, "Powers above bless you. For you to do such a thing-"

He reached out and caressed her. She let himdo it. "Believe nme, sweetheart, |
know why," he told her. And I'mnot going to risk ny neck for theirs, either
he thought. If it's easy, fine. If it's not... | copped a feel, anyhow Al oud
he went on, "There are roons above a tavern called the Inperial Unicorn, a
coupl e of blocks inside the Kaunian district. You know the place?" Her eyes
showed she did. Benbo said, "Wait for me there. W'l| see what | can do, and
we'll see what you can do."

Back in Al garve, the great stone pile that lay at the center of G onheort
woul d have been | abel ed quaint. Here in Forthweg, the adjectives chilly, ugly,



and gl oomy nore readily sprang to nmind. Soldiers and bureaucrats bustled this
way and that. Nobody bothered noticing a plunp, redheaded constable. To
Bembo' s vast relief, the sentry in front of Daukantis and Feliksai's door was
a soldier he'd never seen before, not a fellow constable. Wth a nasty snile
he said, "I've conme for these Kauni an buggers. They're going straight back in
with the rest of their stinking kind."

Very possibly, nobody'd told the sentry why the bl onds were being held. He
didn't argue. He didn't make Benbo sign anything or ask his name and
authority. He just grinned wolfishly, opened the door, and said, "They're al
yours. Cood riddance to 'em"”

No one paid any attention to a constable marching a couple of Kauni ans al ong
in front of his stick, either. Once Benbo got them out of the castle, he
mur mur ed, "Now they don't have a hold on your daughter any nore." They gaped
and then started to weep. That was nothing out of the ordinary, either

At the edge of the Kaunian quarter, another constable waved to Benbo and
call ed "Caught a couple, did you? You |l ucky whoreson!" Benbo waved his hat
with typical Al garvian braggadocio.

Li ke the anci ent Kaunian Empire, the tavern called the Inperial Unicorn was a
sad shadow of its former self. Bembo took Dol dasai's father and not her
upstairs. She was pacing the narrow hallway there. She | ooked from Benbo to
Fel i ksai and Daukantis and back again in astonished disbelief. "You really did
it," she whispered, and then flew into her parents' arns.

"Bargain," Benbo said pointedly.

"Bargain," Dol dasai agreed. She took her nother and father into one of the
little roons, then cane out and took Benbo into another one. "For what you
just did, you deserve the best," she said, and proceeded to give it to him If
she didn't enjoy it herself, too, she was a better actress than any courtesan
he'd known. Her pleasure night have been set off nore by her parents' rescue
than his charns, but he thought it real even so.

And his own pleasure, as he left the Kaunian district, was nore than nerely
physical. He hadn't quite done a good deed for the sake of doing a good deed,
but he'd come a lot closer than usual, close enough to | eave his conscience as
happy as the rest of him which was saying a great deal

* * *

"Come on, boys, get yourselves ready," Mijor Spinello told the troopers in his
regi nent. "We've been kicking the Unkerlanters' arses for alnost two years
now. We'll go right on doing it, too, won't we?"

The Al garvi an sol di ers cheered. Some of themwaved their sticks in the air.
What a liar I'mturning into, Spinello thought. He hadn't told a lie, or not
exactly. If his countrynen hadn't won victory after victory, he and the

regi ment woul dn't have been here deep in northern Unkerl ant.

But Swemmel's nen could kick, too. Every tine he took off his tunic to bathe,
t he puckered scar on the right side of his chest rem nded himof the truth
there. Had that beam caught himin the left side of the chest, it wouldn't
have left a scar. It would have killed himoutright. And the Unkerl anter
canpai gn agai nst Sulingen had come too close to killing all the Algarvian
armes in the southern part of King Swenmel's domain. It hadn't, though. Like
Spinello, they'd been badly scarred. Like him too, they kept battling.

"Al'l right, then," he told his nen. "We'll go forward for King Mezentio,



powers above bless him And we'll go forward because there aren't any
Unkerl anters on the face of the earth who can stop us."

He got nore cheers fromthe men. Even sone of his officers applauded. Captain
Turpino didn't | ook altogether convinced. Turpino, in fact, |ooked about to be
ill. He didn't lead with speeches. He was always at the head of his conpany
when an attack went in, and that seemed to be enough for him Spinello |ed
fromthe front, too, but he remained convinced that getting the nost fromhis
sol diers was al so a sorcery of the sort the universities didn't teach to
nages.

Just before Spinello could give the command that would send his nen forward, a
rider on a |l athered horse came up calling his nane. "I am Spinello," he said,
drawing hinself up to his full if not very inpressive height. "Wat would you?
Be quick- we are about to attack."

"I have orders for you, sir, and for your reginment." The nessenger opened a
| eat her tube he wore on his belt and took out a roll of paper bound with a
ri bbon and a wax seal. "From arny headquarters.”

"I see that," Spinello said. Brigade headquarters woul d have been nuch | ess
formal. He took the orders and used his thunbnail to crack the seal, then
unrol | ed the paper and quickly read it. Even before he'd finished, he started
to curse.

"What's wrong, sir?" Turpino asked.

"W are not going to stanp the Unkerlanters into the dust today,
answer ed.

Spinello

"What ?" His men how ed furious protests: "Don't they think we're good enough?”
"We'll lick "em" "A plague on the Unkerlanters, and another one on our
general s!"

"You have your nen very ready for action,"” the nessenger observed.

"What's gone wong, sir?" Captain Turpino had. He assumed sonet hing had, and
Spinello could hardly blame himfor that. Spinello had thought somrething was
wong, too, till he'd gone all the way through the orders.

As things were, he said, "Nothing, Captain. It is, if you like, even a
conpliment." He passed the paper to Turpino so the senior conpany comander
could see for hinmself. Spinello addressed the reginent as a whole: "W are
withdrawn fromthe line for rest, refit, and reinforcenents- this because of
our outstanding fighting qualities, as the general heading up the arny says in
so many words. They want us in very top shape before they throw us into battle
again, so we can do the enemy as nmuch harm as possible."

"Aye, that's what it says,"” Turpino agreed. "It also says we're going to get
sent south when the refit's done.™

Spi nel l o nodded. "That | ooks to be where the war will be won or lost. | say

t hat because, having fought there, | see the difference between that part of
the front and this one. Here, we go forward or we go back, and not a whole |ot
changes either way. There... There they take whole armes off the board when

t hi ngs go wong. They've gone wong for us and the Unkerlanters both. Next
tinme, by the powers above, | want 'em going wong for Swermmel's nen, and we
can hel p make that happen."

H s nmen cl apped their hands. A few of themtossed their hats in the air. The
messenger saluted Spinello. "Sir, you' ve got themeating out of the pal mof



his hand."

"Do I?" Spinello |ooked at the palmin question. Ginning, he wiped it on his
kilt. "I've been wondering why it was wet." The nessenger snorted. Spinello
turned back to his troops. "Formup, you lugs. Sone other |ucky fellows get
the joy of fighting Unkerlanters here. Poor us- we have to face baths and
barbers and beds and brothels. | don't know how we'll be able to nmanage it,
but for the sake of the kingdomwe have to try."

"You are a nountebank," Turpino said as Spinello led his soldiers out of the
line. "Sir." H's voice held nothing but admiration

A new reginent cane up the dirt road to replace Spinello's. It |ooked to be a
very new reginment, with plunmp, well-fed nen wearing clean uniforns. "Do your
not hers know you' re here?" one of Spinello's scrawny veterans call ed. That set
of f an aval anche of jeering. The raw troops snled nervously and kept

mar chi ng. They didn't jeer back, which only proved they didn't know what they
were getting into.

"Stay awake," Spinello told his nmen. "Keep an eye skinned for dragons. | think
we' ve got enough holes in the ground to dive into if we have to." That drew
nore | aughter fromthe veterans. The | andscape, |ike nost |andscapes that had

seen a lot of fighting, was a junble of craters and old, half-collapsed
trenches and foxhol es. Spinello bunched his fingertips and kissed them "Aye,
Unkerl ant is beautiful in the springtine."

He' d hoped for a ley-line caravan ride back to Gol dap, the Unkerlanter town
the Al garvians used for a rest center and replacenent depot. But Swenmel's nen
had sabotaged the ley line, and the Al garvian nmages were still working to
repair the danage. That neant three days of marching through nud for the

regi nent.

Once they got into CGol dap, soldiers exclained at how large and fine it was.
Maybe they were fromlittle farnms and had no idea what a city was supposed to
be Iike. Maybe, and nore likely, they'd been out in the field too long, so
that any place with several streets' worth of buil dings standing seened

i mpressive.

Spinello got thembilleted and queued up at a bat hhouse next door to the
barracks before seeking arny headquarters to report his presence. Though
normal |y fastidious- indeed, nore than a bit of a dandy- he didn't bother
cleaning up first. If he brought the snmell of the front with him then he did,
that was all. And if he brought a few fleas and lice with him too, well, the
of ficers here had a better chance of getting rid of themthan sonmebody who
spent all his tinme fighting.

As Spinello had expected, the lieutenant to whom he first announced his
presence winkled his nose and did his best not to breathe. But the colonel to
whom the |ieutenant conducted himonly snmiled and said, "Mjor, about every
third officer who visits ne tries to show nme how dreadful things are up at the
front. I knowit for myself, believe ne."

Spinell o eyed the decorations the col onel wore. They included a couple of
medal s for gallantry, a pair of wound badges, and what the troops called the
frozen-meat nmedal marking service in Unkerlant the first winter of the war

agai nst Swermmel . "Perhaps you do, sir," Spinello admtted. "But you m ght have
been sonmeone just in from Trapani, too."

"I'n which case, you' d' ve made ne feel guilty for being clean and safe, eh?"
the colonel said. "I'd be angrier at you if | hadn't played those ganes every
now and again, too. As things are, |I'mtrying to arrange another field command



for nyself."
"I hope you get one, sir," Spinello said. "Anybody can be a hero back here.
You' ve shown you can do it where it counts.™

The colonel rose fromhis chair so he could bow. "You are too kind," he

nmur mured. "And you have nade a respectable nane for yourself as a conbat
soldier, | mght add. If you hadn't, we would have |l eft you here in a sector
where not hing nuch ever happens. As things are, you'll serve the ki ngdom where
it really matters.”

"Good." Hearing hinself sound so fierce, Spinello started to | augh. "Can you
believe, sir, that before this war started | was nore interested in the
archaeol ogy and literature of the Kaunian Enpire than in how to outflank a
fortified position?"

"Lifeis tolive. Life is to enjoy- till duty calls," the col onel answered.
"Me, | was a beekeeper. Sone of the honeys ny hives turned out won prizes at
agricultural shows all over Al garve. Now, though, | have to pay attention to

behenot hs, not bees."

"I understand," Spinello said. "If they're sending us south, does that nean we
aimto have anot her go at Durrwangen once the ground really gets hard?"

"I can't tell you for a fact, Major, because | don't know, " the col onel said.

"But if you can read a nap, | expect you'll draw certain concl usions.
woul d. "
Now Maj or Spinello bowed. "I think you' ve answered ne, sir. Where am| to pick

up the drafts of nmen who will bring nmy reginment to full strength?"

"We've taken over a couple of what used to be hostels down the street fromthe
caravan depot," the colonel replied. "At the nonent, we've got a brigade just
in fromoccupation duty in Jel gava. Three conpani es have your nane on them
Speak with one of the officers there; they'll take care of you. If they don't,
send themon to nme and 1'lIl take care of them" He sounded as if he relished

t he prospect.

Spi nel l o | aughed again. "From Jel gava, eh? Poor bastards. They'|l be wondering
what in blazes hit '"em And then they go down south? Powers above, they won't
enjoy that rmuch. | hope they'll be able to fight."

"They' || manage,"” the other Al garvian officer said. "This past winter, we had
a brigade fromValniera get out of its caravan in a blizzard in a depot the
Unkerl anters were attacking right that mnute. They gave Swemmel's nen a prine
boot in the balls."

"Good for them " Spinello clapped his hands together. "May we do the sane."

"Aye, may you indeed," the col onel agreed. "Manwhile, though, go collar your
new rmen. Make sure the ones you already have are able to clinb into their
caravan cars day after tomorrow. W'll try not to halt 'emat a depot where
they have to fight their way off."

"CGenerous of you, sir," Spinello said, saluting. "I'll do everything you told
me, just as you said. | won't be sorry to go down south again." He reached up
and touched his own wound badge. "I owe the Unkerlanters down there a little

sonething, that | do."

"And you believe in paying your debts?" the col onel asked.



"Every one of them sir,’
interest."

Spinell o answered solemly. "Every single one- with

* * *

"Hell o, there," Ealstan said to the doorman at Ethelhelms block of flats. "I
got a message he wanted to see ne." He didn't bother hiding his distaste. He
wi shed he hadn't cone at all, but had ignored the band | eader and singer who
couldn't break with the Al garvians.

And then the doorman said, "You got a nessage fromwhom sir?"

Eal stan stared. This fellow had been letting himinto the building for nonths
so he could cast the singer's accounts. Had he suddenly gone soft in the head?
"Way, from Ethel hel m of course," he answered.

"Ah." The doorman nodded and | ooked wi se. "I thought that m ght be whom you
meant, sir. But | nust tell you, that gentlenman no | onger resides here."

"Ch, really?" Ealstan said, and the doornman nodded agai n. Eal stan asked, "Di d
he | eave a forwardi ng address?"

"No, sir." Now the doorman shook his head. His cultured veneer slipped. "Wy
do you want to know? Did he skip out ow ng you noney, too?"

Too? Eal stan thought. But he al so shook his head. "No. As a matter of fact, we
were square. But why did he ask nme to conme here if he knew he was going to
di sappear ?"

"Maybe he didn't know," the doornman said. "He just up and left a couple of
days ago. All kinds of people have been | ooking for him" He sighed. "Powers
above, you shoul d see sone of the wonen who' ve been | ooking for him If they
were |l ooking for ne, |I'd make cursed sure they found nme, | would."

"I believe that." Eal stan decided to risk a somewhat nore dangerous question
"Have the Al garvians cone | ooking for him too?"

"Haven't they just!" the doorman excl ained. "More of those buggers than you
can shake a stick at. And this one redheaded piece..." H's hands described an
hourglass in the air. "Her kilt was so short, | don't hardly know why she
bothered wearing it at all." He nade a chopping notion at his own knee-I|ength
tunic, just below crotch level, to show what he neant.

Vanai had tal ked about seeing Al garvian wonen in the baths. Eal stan had no
interest in them He wondered what Ethel hel mhad wanted, and what the nusician
was doi ng now. Whatever it was, he hoped Ethel hel mwuld manage to do it far
fromthe Al garvians' eyes

Al oud, he said, "Well, the crows take himfor naking ne cone hal fway across
town for nothing. If he ever wants ne again, | expect he knows where to find
ne." He turned and left the block of flats. Wth a little luck, I'll never see

it again, he thought.

Soneone had scrawl ed PENDA AND FREEDOM on a wall not far from Ethel hel m s

bui | di ng. Eal stan nodded when he saw that. He hadn't felt particularly free
when Penda still ruled Forthweg, but he hadn't had standards of conparison

then, either. King Mezentio's nen had given hi msone.

He saw the sl ogan again half a block later. That nade hi mnod even nore. New
graffiti always pleased him they were signs he wasn't the only one who
despi sed the Al garvian occupiers. He hadn't seen so nany since the spate of



scri bbl es crowi ng about Sulingen. The redheads, curse them had proved they
weren't going to fold up and die in Unkerlant after all

When an Al garvi an constabl e cane round the corner, Ealstan picked up his pace
and wal ked past the new scribble without turning his head toward it. He mnust
have succeeded in keeping his face straight, too, because the constable didn't
reach for his club or growl at him

I"'mwell rid of Ethel hel manyhow, Eal stan thought. He'd found a coupl e of new
clients who between them paid al nbst as nuch as the nusician had and who
didn't threaten to disappoint himwith a friendship that would turn sour. H's
father had been friendly with his clients, but hadn't made friends with them
Now Eal stan saw the difference between those two, and the reason for it.

Not far fromthe ley-line caravan depot, a work gang was cl earing rubble where
an Unkerlanter egg had burst. Some of the |aborers, the Forthwegi ans anong
them | ooked |ike pickpockets and petty thieves |let out of gaol so the

Al garvi ans could get some work fromthem The rest were trousered Kauni ans
taken out of their district.

Eal stan hadn't seen so nmany bl ond heads all together for a long tinme. He
wonder ed why the Kaunian nmen hadn't dyed their hair and used Vanai's spell to
hel p t hensel ves di sappear into the Forthwegi an majority. Maybe they just
hadn't got the chance. He hoped that was it. Or naybe they didn't want to
bel i eve what the Al garvians were doing with and to their people, as if not
believing it made it |ess true.

The Forthwegi ans weren't working any harder than they had to. Every so often
one of the redheads overseeing the job would yell at them Sonetines they
picked up a little, sonmetimes they didn't. Once, an Al garvian whacked one of
themin the seat of his tunic with a club. That produced a yelp, a few curses,
and a little nore work. The Kaunians in the gang, though, |abored |Iike nmen
possessed. Eal stan understood that, and wi shed he didn't. The Forthwegi ans
woul d sooner have been sitting in a cell. But if the Kaunians didn't work
hard, they'd go west and never, ever cone back. Their |ives depended on
convincing the Al garvians they were worth their keep

A Forthwegi an passing by called, "Hey, you Kaunians!" Wen a couple of the

bl onds | ooked up, he drew his finger across his throat and nade horrible
gurgling noises. Then he threw back his head and | aughed. So did the Al garvian
strawbosses. So did about half the Forthwegi an | aborers. The Kauni ans, for
sone reason, didn't seemto find the joke so funny.

And Eal stan had to wal k on by wi thout even cursing his |outish countrynman. He
didn't dare do anything that would draw the occupiers' notice. H s ow fate
was of no great concern to him Wthout him though, how woul d Vanai manage?
He didn't want her to have to find out.

At the doorway to the flat, he gave the coded knock he al ways used. Vana
opened the door to let himin. After they kissed, they both said the sane
thing at the same tine: "I've got news." Laughing, they pointed to each other
and said the sane thing at the same tinme again: "You first."

"Al'l right," Ealstan said, and told Vanai of Ethel helm s di sappearance. He
finished, "I don't know where he's gone, | don't know what he's doing, and
don't much care, not anynore. Maybe he even |istened to ne- maybe he's gone
off to find some quiet little place in the country where nobody will care
where he cane fromor what he used to do as long as he pulls his weight."

"Maybe," Vanai said. "That would be easier for himif he didn't ook as if he
had Kauni an bl ood, of course. Maybe soneone got ny spell to him"



"Maybe sonebody did," Ealstan said. "For his sake, | hope sonebody did. It
woul d make things easier." He paused, then renenbered he wasn't the only one
with something on his nmnd. He pointed at Vanai and asked, "Wat's your news?"

"I"'mgoing to have a baby," she answered.

Eal stan gaped. He didn't know what he'd expected her to say. Wiatever it was,
that wasn't it. For a couple of seconds, he couldn't think of anything to say.
VWhat did cone out was a foolish question: "Are you sure?"

Vanai | aughed in his face. "O course | am" she answered. "I have a perfectly
good way to tell, you know. | was pretty sure a nonth ago. There's no room for
doubt now, not anynore."

"Al'l right," he nmunbled. His cheeks and ears heated. Tal k of such intinate
details enbarrassed him "You surprised ne."

"Did I?" Vanai raised an eyebrow. "lI'mnot surprised, not really. O rather,
the only thing | amsurprised about is that it took so |ong to happen. W've
been busy."

He heard her, but he wasn't really paying nmuch attention to what she said. "A
baby. | don't know anything about taking care of babies. Do you?"

"Not really," she said. "W can |earn, though. People do. If they didn't,
there woul dn't be any nore people.”

"We'll have to think of a nane," Eal stan said, and then added, "Two nanes,"
renenbering it mght be either boy or girl. "W'lIl have to do... all sorts of
things." He had no idea what nost of them were, but Vanai was right- he could
learn. He'd have to learn. "A baby."

He wal ked past his wife into the kitchen, opened a jar of red wi ne, and poured
two cups full. Then he went out to Vanai, handed her one, and raised the other
in salute. They both drank. Vanai yawned. "lI'msleepy all the tine. That's
anot her thing that's supposed to be a sign."

"I's it?" Eal stan shrugged a shrug neant to show i gnorance. "I'd noticed you
were, but | didn't think it neant anything."

"Well, it does," she said. "You sleep as nuch as you can beforehand, because
you won't sl eep once the baby's born."

"That makes sense," Eal stan agreed. "A baby." He kept saying the words. He
believed them but in a different sense he had trouble believing them "MW

not her and father will be grandparents. My sister will be an aunt." He started
to nention his brother also, started and then stopped. Leofsig was dead. He
still had trouble believing that, too.

Vanai's mnd was goi ng down the same ley line. "My grandfather would be a
great-grandfather," she said, and sighed. "And he woul d grunbl e about
nm scegenation and hal fbreeds as long as he lived."

Eal stan hadn't cared about that. He didn't think his fam |y would, either. Oh,
there was Uncl e Hengist, Sidroc's father, but Ealstan wasn't going to waste
any worry on him "The baby will be fine," he said, "as long as-"

He didn't break off quite soon enough. Vanai thought along with himagain. "As
long as Algarve loses the war," she said, and Eal stan had to nod. She went on
"But what if Al garve doesn't |ose? What if the baby's | ooks show it has



Kauni an bl ood? WIl we have to make magic over it two or three tinmes a day
till it can make magic for itself? WIIl it have to make magic for itself for
the rest of its life?"

"Algarve can't win," Ealstan declared, though he knew no certain reason why
not. The redheads seened convi nced they coul d.

But Vanai didn't contradict him She wanted to believe that as nuch as he did-
nore than he did. "Let ne get supper ready," she said. "It won't be anything
fancy- just bread and cheese and olives."

"That will be fine," Ealstan said. "The way the redheads are stealing fromus,
we're lucky to have that. We're lucky we can afford it."

"That's not luck," Vanai answered. "That's because you do good work."
"You're sweet." Ealstan hurried over to her and gave her another Kkiss.
"I love you," she said. They'd both been speaki ng Forthwegi an; they al nost

al ways di d these days. Suddenly, though, she switched to Kaunian: "I want the
child to learn this | anguage, too, to know both sides of its famly."

"All right," Ealstan replied, also in Kaunian. "I think that would be very
good." He was pleased he could bring the words out quickly. He pulled out a
chair for Vanai. "If it is cheese and olives and bread, you sit down. | can

fix that for us."

More often than not, she didn't want himmessing about in the kitchen. Now,
with a yawn, she said, "Thank you." After a nonent, she added, "You speak
Kaunian well. I'mglad."

Eal stan, of course, hadn't learned it as his birthspeech. He'd acquired it
from school masters who'd stinulated his menory with a switch. Even so, he told
the truth when he answered, "I amglad, too."

* * *

Cornelu's leviathan heartily approved of swiming south and west toward the
outlet of the Narrow Sea, to the waters just off the coast of the land of the
Ice People. He'd expected nothing different; Eforiel, the |leviathan he'd
ridden for King Burebistu of Sibiu, had also |iked to make this journey. The
tiny plants and animals that fed bigger ones flourished in the cold water off
the austral continent.

The | evi athan cared nothing for tiny plants and animals. \Wales fed on those,
sieving themup with bal een. But the squid and mackerel and tunny that swarmed
where food was so thick delighted the |eviathan, delighted it so nuch that
Cornel u sonetinmes had trouble persuading it to go where he want ed.

"Come on, you stubborn thing!" he exclained in exasperation nore affectionate
than otherwi se. "Plenty of nice fish for you to eat over here, too." Despite
taps and prods, the beast didn't want to obey him If it decided to go off on
its own and eat itself fat, what could he do? Every so often, a

| evi at han-rider went out on a mssion that |ooked easy and was never seen
again. ...

Eventual | y- and, in fact, well before he could go from exasperated to al ar ned-
the | evi at han decided there night be good eating in the direction he chose,
too. That didn't nean Cornelu could take it easy and not worry on the ride.

Al garvi an warships prowled the ley lines that ran south from occupi ed Sibi u.
Al garvi an | eviathans swamin these seas, too. And Al garvi an dragons flew



over head.

Every day was | onger than the one that had gone before. And, the farther south
the | evi athan swam the |onger the sun stayed in the heavens. At high sumer,
dayl i ght never ceased on the austral continent. The season hadn't conme to that
yet, but it wasn't far away.

Ice floating in the sea foretold the presence of the austral continent: first
relatively small, relatively scattered chunks, then bergs that |ooned up out
of the water |ike scul pted nountains of blue and green and white and bul ked
ever so nuch | arger bel ow the surface of the ocean. Sonehow, | eviathans could
sense those great nasses of underwater ice w thout seeing them and never
collided with them Cornelu wi shed he knew how his beast managed that, but the
finest veterinary mages were as baffled as he.

In winter, the sea itself froze solid for mles out fromthe shore of the |and
of the Ice People. The icebergs Cornelu passed broke off fromthe main nass as
sea and air warned when the sun swung south in the sky once nore.

He and his leviathan had to thread their way through channels in the ice to
the little settlenent Kuusaman and Lagoan sorcerers had established east of
M zpah, on the long headl and that jutted out toward the island the two

ki ngdons shared. A Kuusanan mage in a rowboat cane out to bring Cornelu the
| ast coupl e of hundred yards to shore.

"Very good to see you," the Kuusaman said in classical Kaunian, the only

| anguage they proved to have in common. He introduced hinself as Leino. "Very
good to see anyone who is not a faniliar face, as a matter of fact. Al the
fam liar faces have become nuch too familiar, if you know what | nean."

"I think I do," Cornelu answered. "l suspect you would be even happier to see
me if | were a good-Iooking wonan."

"Especially if you were ny wife," the Kuusaman said. "But Pekka has her own
sorcerous work, and | know as little about what she is doing as she knows
about what goes on here."

"What does go on here?" Cornelu | ooked at the miserable collection of huts and
canel -hide tents on the mainland. "Wiy would anyone in his right mnd want to
cone here?"

Leino grinned at him "You nake assunptions that may not be justified, you
know." The mage nmight smile and joke, but didn't answer the question

Cornel u knew he wasn't going to get much of an answer, but he did want sone.
"Way on earth did they have ny |eviathan bring you two | arge egg casi ngs
filled with sawdust ?"

"No trees around these parts," Leino replied as the rowboat ran aground on a
pebbly beach. "Hard to get a ship through all these icebergs. A |leviathan can
carry nore than a dragon. And so- here you are."

"Here | am" Cornelu agreed in hollow tones. "Here | may stay, too, unless you
get ne back to ny leviathan before it swins off after food."

"No worry there." Leino scranbled out of the boat. "W have a good bindi ng
spell on the sea hereabouts. You are not the first leviathan-rider to cone
here, but not a one of them has been stranded."

"Fair enough." Cornelu got out of the boat, too. Wth rubber flippers still on
his feet, he was as awkward as a duck on land. He persisted: "Wy sawdust?"



"Way, to mix with the ice, of course," Leino replied, as if that were the nost
obvious thing in the world. "W have plenty of ice here.”

Cornel u gave up. He might hope for a straight answer, but he could tell he
wasn't going to get one. He asked a different sort of question: "How do you
keep yoursel ves fed?"

Lei no seenmed willing enough to answer that. "W buy reindeer and canel neat
fromthe Ice People.” Hs flat, swarthy features twisted into a horrible
grimace. "Canel neat is pretty bad, but at least the canel it comes fromis
dead. Live canels- believe nme, Commander, you do not want to know about |ive
canels. And we bl aze seals and sea birds every now and then. They are not very
good, either. To keep us fromdying of scurvy, the Lagoans are generous enough
to send us plenty of pickled cabbage.” By his expression, he also didn't care
for that.

"Cranberries fight scurvy, too,"
part of the austral continent?"

Cornelu said. "Do cranberries grow on this

"Not hi ng has grown on this part of the austral continent since | got here,"
Leino replied. He | ooked around at the green sprouting up here and there. "I
must admit, | cannot be quite so sure about what will grow now. See? Even
these sorry things yield up a crop.”

He pointed to the shelters, fromwhich energed a couple of dozen other nmges.
Most were easy to type as either Kuusanans or Lagoans, but six or eight could
have been either and were in fact partly both. Such untidi ness bothered
Cornelu. In Sibiu, everyone was recogni zably Si bian. He shrugged. He coul dn't
do anything about it here.

What ever their blood, the mages were friendly. They gave Cornelu snoked neat
and sour cabbage and potent spirits Leino hadn't nmentioned. Sorme of them spoke
Al garvian, in which he was nore fluent than classical Kaunian. Waving a slice
of neat, he said, "This stuff isn't so bad. It's got a flavor all its own."

"That's one way to put it," said a mage who | ooked |ike a Kuusaman but spoke
Lagoan when he wasn't using Al garvian or classical Kaunian. "And do you know
why it's got that flavor? Because it was snmoked over burning canel dung,
that's why."

"You're joking." But Cornelu saw that the wizard wasn't. He set down the neat
and took a big swig of spirits. Once he had the spirits in his nouth, he

swi shed them around before swallowi ng, as if cleaning his teeth. In fact, that
was exactly what he was doing.

The mage | aughed. "You've got to get used to eating things cooked with it if
you're going to try and live in the land of the Ice People. There isn't nuch
in the way of wood here. If there were, would you be bringing sawdust from
Lagoas?"

"You never can tell," Cornelu answered, which nade the nage | augh agai n.
"Well, naybe not," the fellow said. "Sone of those bl ockheads in Setubal ought
to be ground up for sawdust thenselves, if anybody wants to know what |
think."

Cornelu tried again: "Now that you have all this sawdust, what will you do
withit?"

"Mx it with ice," the Lagoan mage answered, as Leino had. "W're trying to



make cold drinks for termtes, you see.”

"Thank you so very nuch,” the Sibian exile said. Al that got himwas stil
nore | aughter fromthe w zard

"Are you feeling refreshed after your long journey here?" Leino asked in

cl assi cal Kauni an. Wien Cornelu adnitted he was, the Kuusaman nage asked,
"Then you will not mnd if | row you out to sea again S0 you can sunmon your
| evi at han and so we can bring these casings full of sawdust to the shore?"

What ever the mages wanted to do with the sawdust, they were eager to get at

it. Wth a sigh, Cornelu got to his feet again. "After tasting the delicacies
of the countryside here, | suppose | can," he answered. The sooner he left the
land of the Ice People and its delicacies, the happier he would be. He didn't
say anyt hing about that. The nmages who were stuck down here at the bottom of
the world couldn't |eave no natter how nuch they wanted to.

Lei no handl ed the oars with ease a fisherman m ght have envied. As he rowed,
he asked, "Wen you go back to Setubal, Commander, you will take letters with
you?"

"Aye, if you and your conrades give themto ne," Cornelu answered.

"W will." The Kuusaman sighed. "The cursed censors will probably have to use
their black ink and knives on them They have taken too many bites out of the
letters ny wife sends to ne."

"I can do nothing about that." Cornelu's wife didn't wite himletters. The
nost he coul d say about her was that she hadn't betrayed himto the Al garvians
even after she started giving herself to them It wasn't enough. It wasn't
nearly enough

Leino let the rowboat drift to a stop. "This was about where | picked you up
was it not?"

"I think so, aye." Cornelu |l eaned out over the gunwal e and sl apped the water
in the pattern that would sumon his leviathan if it was anywhere close by. He
waited a couple of mnutes, then slapped again.

He got only a brief glinpse of the |eviathan's sinuously nuscled shape before
its snout broke the surface by the boat and sent water splashing up onto the

two men init. Still in his rubber suit, Cornelu didn't mnd. Leino spluttered
and said sonething in Kuusaman that sounded pungent before returning to
cl assical Kaunian: "I think the beast did that on purpose.”

"I would not be a bit surprised if you were right," Cornelu answered.

"Levi athans seemto think people were made for their amusenent."” He slid down
into the sea and swamover to the leviathan. After patting it and praising it
for comng, he undid the egg casings it carried under its belly and brought
the two ropes over to Leino. "The cases are of neutral buoyancy," he said as
he got back into the boat. "They will not pull you under." Leino nmade the
ropes fast to the stern of the boat.

When t he Kuusanman mage started to row again, he grunted. "They may not sink
me, but they are not |ight. The shore | ooks a good deal farther away than it
di d when you were here before.™

"I gather you and your coll eagues wanted a good deal of sawdust," Cornelu
replied. "I still do not understand why you wanted it, but you did, and now
you have it. | hope you use it to confound Al garve."



"Wth the help of the powers above, | think we nay be able to oblige you."
Lei no took anot her stroke and grunted again. "Assuming nmy arms do not fall out
of their sockets between here and the beach, that is."

"Wuld the work not go on either way?" Cornelu asked, as innocently as he
coul d.

Leino started to say sonething- perhaps sonething sharp- then checked hinsel f
and chuckl ed. "Commander, you are nore dangerous than you |ook."

Cornelu courteously inclined his head. "I hope so."
N ne

Tears ran down Vanai's face. She'd just finished chopping up a particularly
pot ent oni on when soneone knocked on the door to the flat. As she hurried out
of the kitchen, whoever it was knocked again, |ouder and nore insistently.
Fear bl azed through her. This wasn't just a knock. This was liable to be the
knock, the one she'd dreaded ever since coming to Eoforw c.

"Opening up!" The call cane in Al garvian-accented Forthwegi an. "Qpening up or
br eaki ng down, by powers above!"

Vanai wondered if she ought to | eap out the wi ndow and hope she could end
everything quickly. The redheads wouldn't get the use of her life energy that
way, anyhow. But she'd just renewed the spell that disguised her Kaunianity-
and she was carrying a child. If that wasn't an expression of hope, what was?

She unbarred the door and worked the latch. The kilted Al garvian in the hal
had his fist upraised to knock again. A couple of burly Forthwegi an constabl es
fl anked himlike bookends. He | ooked Vanai up and down, then said, "You are
bei ng Thel berge, wife to Eal stan?"

"Aye. That's right." More hope flowered in Vanai. If the Al garvian called her
by her Forthwegi an nane, he probably wasn't going to seize her for being a
Kauni an. Gat hering courage, she asked, "What do you want ?"

"Your husband is keepi ng books for Ethel helm the singing and drunmm ng man?"
Ah. Vanai wouldn't |et her knees shake with relief. If that was why the
redhead was here, she could even tell the truth. "Ealstan did keep books for
Et hel hel m aye. But Ethel hel mhasn't been his client since late winter."
"But Eal stan is going- was going- to seeing Ethelhelmonly a few days ago."
It wasn't a question. Maybe the Al garvian had tal ked to the doornman at

Et hel helmMi's block of flats. Again, Vanai could tell the truth, and did:

"Et hel hel mdid send Eal stan a note asking himto visit. But when he went to
Et hel helmMi's block of flats, he found Ethel hel mhad | eft the building."

"He is knowi ng where the singing and drunm ng man is goi ng- has goi ng?"

"No," Vanai said. "He was surprised when he found Ethel hel m had gone. From
what he told ne, everyone was surprised when Ethelhelmleft."

"That's the truth," one of the Forthwegian constabl es nuttered.
"You husband Eal stan not hearing from Et hel hel msince?" the Al garvian asked.

"No," Vanai repeated. "He doesn't want to hear fromhim either. They'd fallen
out. | don't know what Ethel helmwanted with him and | don't want to find



out, either." That was al so true. She recogni zed how craven it was, but she
didn't care. She only wanted that Al garvian to go away, and to take his
Fort hwegi an henchnen wi th him

And she got what she wanted. The redhead swept off his hat and bowed to her
"Al'l right, pretty lady. W going. You seeing this Ethelhelmitem you hearing
him you telling us. W wanting him GCh, aye. W wanting him You telling?"

"OF course," Vanai answered: a lie, this tine. The Al garvian and the two

Fort hwegi ans tranped down the hall to the odorous stairwell. Vanai stood in

t he doorway and watched till they di sappeared. Then she shut the door, |eaned
against it, and slid halfway to the ground as her knees did weaken wth
relief.

As she put the bar back on the door, she realized what a narrow escape that
had been. Eal stan and Et hel hel m mi ght have fallen out at any tine. If they
had, and if Ethel hel mhad di sappeared not |ong afterwards, Mezentio's nen
woul d have cone around asking questions. If they'd done it while she stil

| ooked |i ke the Kaunian she was. ..

She went back to the onion and threw it in the stew pot. It still stung her
eyes, but she didn't feel like crying anynore, not after she'd had her
di sgui se tested and she'd won through to safety.

When Eal stan got back that evening, she told himabout her adventure. He held
her and squeezed her and didn't say anything for a long tine. Then he set the
pal m of his hand on her belly and murnured, "You are all right. You are both
all right."

Vanai needed a nonment to realize he'd spoken Kauni an. She sniled and snuggl ed
agai nst him Speaki ng Forthwegi an had al ways seened safer, and nore and nore
lately. It wasn't that Ealstan was nore at hone in it than in Kaunian; that
had al ways been true. But when Vanai wore Thel berge's seeming, she put on al
the trappings that went w th being Thel berge, including her |anguage.

As he had when she told himshe woul d have a baby, he went into the kitchen
and came back with two cups of wine. "To freedom " he said, also in classica
Kauni an, and she happily drank to that.

He probably assuned they woul d make | ove after supper. Vanai assuned the sane
thing; they'd spent a | ot of evenings doing that, both back in the days before
she could |l eave the flat and afterwards. Her own | eft hand went to her belly
as she spooned up nore bean-and-barley soup with grated cheese and a coupl e of
marr ow bones. |If they hadn't, she wouldn't have had a baby growing in there.
She yawned. She woul dn't have been so tired all the time, either

When they were done eating, she went out to the sofa and | ay down. The next
thi ng she knew, Eal stan was shaki ng her awake. "Come on," he said. "Tine and
past tinme to go on into the bedchanber. |1've washed the di shes and put them
away. "

"You have?" Vanai said, astonished. "Wiy? Wat tine is it?"

By way of answer, Ealstan pointed to their wi ndows, which faced toward the
sout hwest. They franed the first-quarter noon, now sinking down toward the
hori zon. He spelled out what that neant: "Getting on toward m dnight."

"But it can't be!" Vanai exclainmed, as if he'd sonehow tricked her, cheated
her. "l just canme out here to rest for a few mnutes, and-"

"And you started to snore," Ealstan said. "I wasn't going to bother you, but I



didn't think you'd want to spend the whol e night here.™

"Ch." Now Vanai sounded sheepish. "It caught nme again." She yawned again, too.
"Am| going to stay asleep till the baby's born?"
Eal stan grinned at her. "Maybe you ought to hope you will. | don't know nuch

about what women do while they're expecting, but you were the one who said you
woul dn't get nuch sleep after the baby's here.”

That was indeed all too likely to be true. Vanai got up, cleaned her teeth,
changed into a light Iinen tunic, and lay down in bed beside Eal stan. He went
to sleep right away. She tossed and turned for a while. She was used to

sl eeping on her belly, but her breasts were too tender for that to be
confortable. She curled up on her side and..

It was norning. She rolled over. Ealstan wasn't there. Noise fromthe kitchen
told where he'd gone. She went out there herself. He was dipping bread into
olive oil and sipping froma cup of wine. "Hello, there," he said cheerfully,
and got up and gave her a quick kiss. "Shall | fix you sone?"

"Wuul d you, please?" Vanai |aughed a small, nervous laugh. "I didn't have any
troubl e keepi ng supper down. Let's hope | do all right with this, too."

"You haven't been too bad that way," Ealstan said, cutting her a chunk of
bread, adding oil to the dipping bow, and pouring w ne.

"That's easy for you to say," Vanai answered. Some wonen, she'd heard, got
nor ni ng si ckness right away and kept on having it till their babies were born
She didn't know how | ong she'd keep having hers, of course, but she didn't
have it all the tinme. Ealstan was right about that. Even a couple of neals

di sastrously lost, though, were plenty to nake her wary about food.

This norning, everything seened willing to stay down. She'd al nost finished
when Eal stan said, "Your spell just slipped."”

"Did it?" Vanai raised a hand to her face. That was foolish; she couldn't fee
any change in her |ooks, any nore than she could see one.

Eal stan reached across the table and stroked her cheek, too. "Aye, it did," he
answered, eyeing her. "That's the face | fell in love with, you know. "

"You're sweet," Vanai said. "It's also the face that could ruin everything if
anybody but you sawit." She got the yell ow and dark brown | engths of yarn out
of her handbag, twi sted themtogether, and chanted in classical Kaunian: one
use for her own first |anguage that would not go away. When she finished, she
| ooked a question to Eal stan.

He nodded. "Now you | ook lIike ny sister again."

"I wish you'd stop saying that," Vanai told him It was the wong sort of
fam |y connection to have, especially now that she was pregnant.

"I"'msorry." Ealstan finished his wine. "If this cursed war ever ends, if you
and Conberge ever get the chance to neet, | think you'll l|ike each other."

"I hope so," Vanai said. She hoped with all her heart that his fanmly would

i ke her; so far as she knew, none of her own family was left alive. After a
nonent, she went on, "The one | truly want to nmeet is your father. He nade you
what you are. That first tine we nmet in the woods, you said, 'Kaunians are
people, too,' and that he'd taught you that. If nore Forthwegi ans thought that
way, | wouldn't have to worry about ny magecraft.”



"I know he'll like you,"’
difficult.”

Eal stan told her. "He's bound to |like you. You're

"Am | ?" Vanai wasn't sure howto take that. It sounded as if it wanted to be a
conpl i ment .

Eal stan nodded. "Don't you suppose the Al garvians think you're difficult?"
"I never even |learned that apothecary's nane," Vanai said. It didn't sound
like a responsive answer, but it was. Mezentio's hounds had been one nman away
fromlearning who'd devised the magic that |let Kaunians | ook |ike their

Fort hwegi an nei ghbors. |If the apothecary hadn't had a | ethal dose ready to
hand, they m ght have torn the know edge out of him She wondered what they
woul d do to sonmeone who' d caused them so nmuch trouble. She shivered. She was
gl ad she didn't have to find out.

Eal stan poured his cup half full of w ne once nore, gulped it down, and said,
"I"'moff. I've got a couple of people whose accounts need casting, and anot her
fellow, a friend of one of theirs, mght want to take me on, at |least to give
his regul ar bookkeeper a hand. Pybba heads up one of the biggest pottery
outfits in town, which neans one of the biggest ones in the kingdom He'd pay

well. He'd better, or I won't work for him"
"Cood," Vanai said. "I approve of noney."
"Aye, ny father would like you- will like you- just fine," Ealstan said. "That

you're nmother to his grandchild won't hurt, either.’
lips with his. She tasted the wi ne on them

He got up and brushed her

She stood, too, to give hima quick hug. "I'll do what | can around the
house, " she said. "And what | can't..." She shrugged and yawned. "I'Il curl up
like a dornouse and sl eep the day away."

"Way not?" Eal stan said. "If Ethel hel mconmes knocking, don't let himin."

"You don't need to worry about that," Vanai said. One of the reasons she
approved of noney was that it would |l et her bribe Al garvians at need. She
never wanted to have to bribe them about her Kaunianity; that would | eave her
enslaved to them But some silver night make them stop asking her questions
about the singer. She hoped she wouldn't have to find out, but she could try
it if she had to.

* * *

Through the winter, the woods in the west of Unkerlant had been quiet save for
t he sounds of nen and nen's magic. Wth the com ng of spring, bird-songs burst
out everywhere. The very air took on a fresh, green snmell as the sap rose in
untold mllions of trees. Even sonme of the logs in front of the Gyongyosian
arnmy's redoubts sprouted little |leafy shoots. But the Gyongyosi ans stayed on

t he defensive.

One day, Szonyi canme up to Istvan and said, "Sergeant, the stars only know
what kind of horrible scheme the Unkerlanters are hatching over there." He
poi nted east. "W ought to give 'ema good prod, knock 'em back on their
heel s. "

I stvan shrugged. "W haven't got any orders." He shook his head. "No, | take
t hat back. W have got orders- to sit tight."

"It's foolishness," Szonyi insisted. "It's worse than foolishness. It's going



to get a lot of us killed." He waved his arms in disgust.

The notion drew Corporal Kun's notice. "Wat's eating hinP" he asked Istvan,
as if Szonyi weren't there.

"He wants to go out and kill things again," |stvan answered.

"Ah." Spectacles glinting in a shaft of sunlight, Kun turned to Szonyi. "When
was the last tine we saw anything that | ooked |ike reinforcenents?"

"l don't know,'
anyt hi ng?"

Szonyi said inpatiently. "What's that got to do with

"I'f we attack and use up our nmen and don't get any new ones, how long will it
be before we haven't got any nen left at all?" Kun asked, as if to an idiot
child.

"I don't know that, either," Szonyi said. "But if we sit here and don't do
anything and let the Unkerlanters build up and roll over us, how long will it
be before we haven't got any nmen left that way?"

"He has a point," Istvan said.

"He should wear a hat on it," Kun said. Istvan |aughed at the forner nage's
apprentice. Kun hated adnmitting that Szonyi could score off him

Laj os, who was on sentry duty, called, "Wo cones?" That sent |Istvan and Kun
and Szonyi and everybody else in the squad grabbing for sticks.

But the answer was imredi ate: "I- Captain Tivadar."
"Come ahead, sir!" Lajos said, and the nen in the redoubt rel axed.

Ti vadar did, sliding down into the trench behind the | og barricade. Istvan
hurried over to salute him "Wat can we do for you today, sir?" he asked.

"Not a thing. Carry on as you were," his conpany commander replied. "I just
cane up to see how things were going."
"We're all right, sir," Istvan said. "Nothing nmuch going on in front of us

right now " Szonyi stirred, but didn't say anything. Seeing himstir made
I stvan remark, "Been a while since we've seen any new nen up here, sir. W
coul d use sone."

"This whole line could use sonme,"” Tivadar agreed. "Don't hold your breath till
we get them though, or we'll have one nore casualty to replace."

"Somet hi ng' s gone wrong sonewhere," |stvan spoke with the assurance of a man
who had seen a great many things go wong. "Up till not very |long ago, we got-
wel I, not everything we needed, but enough to keep us going fromday to day.
Now. .. Stars above know | mean no disrespect to Ekrekek Arpad or anybody el se,
but it's like people have forgotten we're here."

"You're not far wong," Tivadar answered. "Things aren't going so well out in

the islands in the Bothnian Ccean. |'mnot giving away any great secrets when
| tell you that. The Kuusamans keep biting them off one after another, and
we're putting nmore and nore soldiers into the ones we still hold. W don't

really have enough nmen to fight that canpaign to the fullest and this one to
the fullest at the sane tine."

"By the stars, a couple of years ago the Kuusamans couldn't even throw us off



Qouda, " Istvan excl ai red. "What have they done since, and why haven't we done
anyt hi ng about it?"

Kun asked a different but related question: "Kuusanmo is fighting us and
Al garve, the sanme as we're fighting themand Unkerlant. Howis it that they
can divide up their forces but we can't?"

"Because, Corporal, their fight with Algarve is only a sham" Tivadar chose to
answer Kun. "They face our allies with ships and dragons, but not w th many
men. What soldiers they have in the fight, they throw at us. Both our fronts
are real ."

"That's true,"” Kun said. "And if the Unkerlanters hit us hard here, we'll fal
down |ike a stone-bl ock house in an earthquake."

"Unkerlant's got two fronts, too," Istvan said, "and this is the one that's

their sham"

Ti vadar nodded. "That's about the size of it, Sergeant. W can grab chunks of
their land here, but that's the nost we can do. W can't take Cottbus away
fromthem and the Al garvians night."

Cottbus was only a name to Istvan, and not a name that seemed particularly
real. Once, when the fight in western Unkerlant was new, Kun had cal cul at ed
how | ong the Gyongyosi ans would need to get to Cottbus at the rate of advance
they'd had then. It had been years; Istvan renmenbered that. How many? Three?

Five? He couldn't recall. One thing seenmed certain: if his countrymen weren't
advancing toward Cottbus at all, they'd never get there.

That led to the next interesting question: "Sir, do you think we'll be able to
hol d what we've al ready taken from Unkerlant? The way things are now, | nean."
"Well, we're still going to try, Sergeant, sure as blazes," Tivadar replied
"The last tine we tal ked about this, | was pretty sure we could do it. Now...
It'Il be harder. 1'd be a liar if | said otherwise. It'Il get harder still if
we have to pull nen out of the woods here so we can send themto fight on the
i sl ands. But the Unkerlanters have their troubles, too. W'll do our best."

"The stars favor us,
| ose?"

Szonyi said. "Wth the heavens smling, how can we

Ti vadar wal ked over and sl apped himon the back. "You're a good man. Wth nen
like you in our arny, how can we |ose?" Just for a nmonent, Szonyi held out his
| eft hand, pal mup, and | ooked at the scar on it. Tivadar thunped himon the
back again. "You heard what | said, soldier. I nmeant it." Szonyi stood

strai ght and | ooked proud.

Kun said, "How can we |ose? That's why people fight wars- to find out how one
side can |l ose."

Szonyi started to get angry. Istvan took a deep breath, casting about for the
words that would put Kun in his place. But Captain Tivadar just |aughed and
said, "W need a fewcity nen in the ranks, too. O herw se, the rest of us
woul d take too nuch for granted."

"He can't take it for granted that his-" Szonyi started.
"Enough! " Now | stvan's voice cracked sharp as a whip.

"Aye, enough." Tivadar |ooked fromKun to Szonyi and back again. Hi s eye fel
on |Istvan, too, as his gaze passed fromone soldiers to the other. "You are



brothers, bl ooded together... in battle." The slight pause rem nded them how

t hey' d been bl ooded together for a different reason, too. But no one who
didn't know about that other, darker, reason could have guessed it fromthe
conpany conmander's words. Tivadar continued, "Let no quarrel come between you
now. "

Kun nodded at once. City nen didn't cling to feuds the way folk fromthe
mount ai n val l eys did. Szonyi took |onger. Tivadar and Istvan both gl ared at
him At last, reluctantly, his big, shaggy head bobbed up and down, t oo.

"That's a strong fellow, " Tivadar said. He turned and started to clinb out of
t he redoubt.

"Sir? One nore question?" Istvan asked. Tivadar paused, then nodded. Istvan
asked, "Have we got enough nmages forward to warn us if Swenmel's whoresons are
going to turn that horrible nagic | oose on us agai n? You know the one | nean."

"I know the one you nean," the conpany comander agreed grinmy. "Wiat | don't
know is the answer to your question. |I'mnot even sure mages can detect that
spel|l before the Unkerlanters start slaughtering people to power it. W m ght
do better to slide forward to find out if they're bringing peasants up toward
the front."

"That's not a bad notion, sir," Kun said. "I don't mean just for us. | nean
all along the line of these cursed woods."

“"I'mno general. | can't give an order for the whole line. | can't even give
an order for the whole reginment," Tivadar said. "But if you boys want to poke
nmen out to the east to see what's going on, you won't nake me unhappy. And now
I will be on ny way." He clinbed the sandbagged steps at the rear of the
redoubt and hurried off through the forest.

"He had a good idea there, Sergeant," Kun said. "If we could get some warning
before the Unkerlanters started slaying..." He shuddered. "Wen they |oosed
that magic the last tine, it was so vile | thought ny head would burst Iike an
egg. By the stars, | hoped nmy head would burst |ike an egg."

"All right, we'll do it," Istvan said, "though it'd only be luck if Swemel's
buggers had their victims in our sector. W ought to have scouts pushing
forward all along the line. The Unkerlanters do, may the stars go black for
them™

Bef ore he could order anyone to go out and scout around in the woods to the
east, an egg burst about fifty yards in front of the redoubt. A nonent |ater
anot her burst less than half as far away. Before the third egg could | and,
Istvan was flat on his belly, his face pressed against the black earth. He
breathed in a moist lungful of air snmelling of nold and ol d | eaves.

That third egg burst behind the redoubt, close enough that the blast of
sorcerous energy made the ground shudder beneath Istvan's prostrate form A
couple of trees crashed in noisy ruin. Earth and tw gs rai ned down on | stvan
He' d been through such punmelings before. Unless an egg burst right on top of
t he redoubt, he knew he was safe enough

He was. Hi s squad was. As nore eggs burst all around, he exclaine