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THE BEGGAR QUEEN

Spring in the Caria River valley was a matter of opinion. The day had begun gently. By dusk, when
Theo reached the little inn at Mill, it was spitting hard, grainy snow.

He made sure his horse was decently stabled, then carried what little baggage he had into the
public room Near the fire, a traveler sat carefully scraping his boots. Wth his wi ndburned face
and patch of gray hair, he could have been any kind of steady, reliable journeynan who did his own
work and mi nded his own business.

Theo stopped short. The steady, reliable journeynman, when Theo |ast saw him had been gall oping
like a maniac on a stolen cavalry nount, his shirt in bloody tatters.

Theo dropped his traveling case. "Luther?"

The man recogni zed himat the same instant and in a couple of long-legged strides cane to greet
him 1 ooking himup and down with easy faniliarity.

"The | atest fashion in Marianstat?" Luther's glance took in the stained cloak and scuffed boots.

"1 wouldn't know." Theo grinned back at him "I haven't been there for-it nust be six nonths now "
"Al one? The future prince of Westmark wi thout a dozen | ackeys foll ow ng?"

"I did have one," said Theo. "He worked very hard at stealing ny clothes and selling them Apart
fromthat, he did nothing; so | finally sent himback to court."

"The right place for a lazy rascal. Now, |ad, what brings you to Mull?"

"I"'mon my way to the Caria Col. | want to see the nountains, and the Hongard. And you? | don't
think you're here to adnire the scenery."

"No. "

"What then?"

"Busi ness. "

Theo knew better than to press for explanations. |Instead, he asked, "How is Florian?"
"As al ways. Hinself."

Theo nodded. They had been there, all of them the day Florian raided the N erkeeping arsenal
M ckl e-he coul d never think of her now as Princess Augusta;

Count Las Bonbas and Miusket. And Zara, the russet divinity; Stock, the poet, roaring at the top of
his voice. Florian's conpanions, those he called "my children,” who woul d have foll owed him
anywher e-as Theo m ght have done- He renmenbered hinself that noming, pistol raised; and another of
Florian's children, half his face sl ashed open

He hesitated, then asked, "What about Justin?"

"Wth Florian. He's well. Renmarkably well."
The roomwas filling with travelers driven in by the snow. Luther notioned with his head. "Talk in
ny room"

Theo shoul dered his bag and foll owed, stopping at the foot of the stairs to ask the landlord if
any packet had come for himfrom Marianstat. The landlord, with a kitchen cloth tied around his
neck, was entertaining his cronies in an al cove behind the serving counter, trying to play a hand
of cards and wait on his guests at the sane tinme. He ducked into the al cove and canme back to
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advi se there was none.
Lut her had overheard Theo's inquiry. "Do you get nuch news fromthe pal ace?"

"Not as much as |I'd like. Mckle-Princess Augusta-wites to ne. So does Chief Mnister Torrens.

They' re never sure where |I'I|l be, and neither aml- By the time anything catches up with nme it
could be weeks. | send themword whenever | find a dispatch rider. It gets there sooner or later."
" Money?"

"Enough. | have a treasury warrant. King Augustine hinself signed it. Do you need anything?"

Lut her wi nked. "You can buy supper for us later."

Lut her unbolted a door at the head of the stairs. The chanber was small, and the slope of the
raftered ceiling nmade it appear still nore cranmped. Except for a pair of saddl ebags in the coner,.
there was no sign it had been much lived in. The table was bare, the straw nattress unrunpl ed. The
fire had nearly burned out in the hearth.

"The landlord clains it's the best roomin the house.” Luther lit a candle stub. He squatted at

the fireplace and bl ew on the enbers- "I hope he's Iying. Now, let's hear about your grand tour."
"Not very grand," said Theo, "but it suits me better this way. | can see nore on ny own." He gave
Luther a wy snile "Sonetinmes | wonder if Augustine wants ne to | earn about the kingdomor if he
Just wants me anywhere but at the Juliana Palace No-that's not fair He means well | could have

stayed It was ny choice

"Even so," he went on, "l still wonder Mckle doesn't care a rap if she's a princess and I'ma
comoner For Queen Caroline, it's bad enough that | was a printer's devil Wrse, that | had
anything to do with Florian The courtiers already make it a royal scandal

"Meanwhi |l e, they pack you off sightseeing '

"I'"ve done nore than that " Fromhis jacket, he took a wad of papers, closely witten, tied about
with string. "I've been keeping a journal Wat |'ve seen, what |'ve done |'ve talked with
bailiffs, stewards, tenant farners |'ve been | ooking at town archives, too, estate accounts when
can get at them | put down all the figures how nmuch yield for an artistocrat's |and, how nuch nore
for a freeholder's There's no question, it strikes you in the face-"

"That the aristocracy's nade a botch of it," put in Luther "Enbarrassing discovery for a future
prince "

"I copied the figures and sent themto Torrens and the king They can see for thenselves

Lut her chuckled "You're a born troubl emaker You shoul d have stayed with us

"No There nust be another way to set things right Not trying to pull down the nobnarchy There's
terrible poverty in the countryside, in the tows, too, for that matter But if it could be worked
out fairly, everyone would be better off It's combn sense-"

"I't's common sense to end the nmonarchy altogether Start with that, not with how many bushel s of
corn to an acre "

"That's only your way of looking at it ' "Mne And a great nany others' " Theo put back his papers
Argunment was usel ess Luther, like Florian, had set on one path and woul d see no other What
troubl ed Theo was whet her they understood things nore clearly than he did He brightened as he
reached into the traveling case "I've been doing sonething else "

He brought out his sketchbook and opened it on the table Since | eaving Mananstat, he had taken the
habit of drawing At first, it nerely passed the time But lately it had beconme nore than idle
anusenent |f a day passed without adding to his sketches, he felt unsatisfied and enpty

Lut her paged through the book, now and then stopping to | ook closer at a scene a peasant wonman and
her child, a gaggle of street urchins, a fishwife, a carpenter planing a board "That's Westmark
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Not your accounts and archives

Theo warnmed his hands at the fire Sonething had cone into his mnd the nonment he had seen Lut her
in the public room The ol der man appeared content to go on studying the draw ngs

Theo finally fumed "You knew |I'd be here You were waiting

"Yes Lut her glanced up "Florian wanted to send greetings

"What el se7 Cone straight out

"General Erzcour He commands the Caria military region

"I know He's a good officer, |'ve heard Wat of hinv"
"Fl orian says Erzcour nust be replaced If you press your chief nminister to doit, he'll pay
attention- He'll listen to one of his own people.”

"I"'mnot one of his own people. O anybody's." Luther raised his hands in nock defense- "Don't get
ruffled. | didn't nmean it that way."

"However you nmeant it, Erzcour's none of my business. | can't guess what Florian has in mnd
Perhaps | don't want to. He's ny friend, but | don't agree with him He knows that. How can he ask
me this kind of favor?"

"He sees it the other way round." "Florian doing the monarchy a favor? Why?" Lut her shrugged.
"Does it matter?" He closed the book. "Take it as a favor or whatever. Only make sure Erzcour's
di sm ssed. Pensioned off. Anything. So long as he has no troops under him

"The king wants to make reforns. |1'Il give himthat nmuch credit,” Luther went on. "But sone of the
aristocracy and the mlitary won't stomach them W don't know how many are in the faction, but
they're up to sone kind of mischief. It's a good guess Erzcour's with them™

"You have proof?" Theo tried to stay calm Even before he left Marianstat, there had been runors
of conspiracies, cabals, plots by disgruntled courtiers. They had, fortunately, turned out to be
over bl own gossip "There's evi dence agai nst hi n?"

"Not yet. Florian suspects-"

"Only suspects?" broke in Theo. "Luther, the king will want nore than that. The | aw demands pr oof
beyond question. Wen Cabbarus was chief ninister, honest folk were ruined, even hanged, on
not hi ng but suspicion. Augustine won't let that kind of thing happen again. Neither will any of
us."

"Very adnmirable," returned Luther. "Do you think Erzcour and his friends will stick at fine points
of law? Don't be a fool. Florian's given you a warning. Take it or not."

Theo did not answer. Sonething was stirring belowin the public room He heard voices raised, but
not in argunment or rough Joking. The tone was agitated yet subdued, an unsettling sound. Luther
too, noticed and stepped to the door, listening. He notioned Theo to stay behind and strode

qui ckly downstairs. Theo waited a few nonments, then, as the comotion went on, started after him

Lut her, returning, net Theo at the head of the stairs and drew himback into the room "A wool
deal er just up from Carisbruch. He heard it two days ago. Augustine is dead. He died | ast week."

Theo caught his breath. In her last letter, Mckle had nentioned only briefly that her father was
ailing. That had been midwinter. If she had sent a | ater nessage, it had not reached him He
stared at Luther. Telling hinmself the day would come sooner or |later, he had never quite believed
it. "Then-M ckle's queen of Westmark."

"Long live the queen," said Luther, not unkindly, though his words had an ironic edge to them
"And the prince consort. Like it or not, you're a nonarchist as nuch as anyone can be."

"What you said about Erzcour and the rest-do you think they had a hand in this?"
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"I don't know. Kings die fromtinme to tine."

"I"'mgoing to Marianstat.'
a fresh horse.”

Theo started buckling his traveling case. "The landlord can |let ne have

"Stay the night," said Luther. "No sense being on the road at this hour. Your courtiers can wait."

"The courtiers can go hang. It's Mckle |I care about. | should be with her. She'll wonder why |I'm
not there already. |'Il save a day if | leave now. Tell Florian I'll get to the bottomof this
Erzcour business. If it's true, he's done Mckle a service and | thank him"

"It won't rub nmy conscience too raw, associating with royalty," said Luther. "I'Il ride a little
way with you."

"I"H go faster alone."

"Likely so. Farewell, then." He took Theo's arm "Wat's the matter? You don't have the | ook of a
gallant off to join his sweetheart, let alone a prince consort to join his queen.”

"I't's-nothing." He turned away, picking up his bag. "It took nme by surprise."
For a young nman with every prospect of happiness, he did not want to admt how al armed he was.

Hal f an hour out of Mill, the horse cast a shoe. Theo reined up at the side of the road and

di smount ed, berating the landlord who had sworn the animal was fit, and hinmself for not making
sure of it in spite of his haste. He pulled up his collar and nuffled his face for a cold tramp
back' to the inn.

The snow, at feast, had stopped. The nmoon had risen bright and sharp-edged. Far below, at the foot
of the rocky enbankment, the Caria River glinted with a filmof ice. Leading his |inping nount,
Theo bent his head agai nst the w nd.

He stopped at the sound of hoof beats. Another horseman was coning at a brisk pace fromthe
direction of the town. He glinpsed a squat figure crouched in the saddl e- Sighting Theo, the rider
hal ted and cal |l ed out.

Surprised to hear his name, but glad for any help that night be forthconing, Theo ran toward him
The rider, neantine, had swng ninbly to the ground. Short and dunpy, wapped in a trailing cloak
he raised a finger to the brimof his hat.

"I knew it would be you, sir- But no harmin making certain, is there?"

The voice was not one Theo could forget. The little man's face was shadowed now, but clear enough
in Theo's nenory: the plunp cheeks, the nmoist, pinkrinmed eyes. The nane sprang to his lips
wi t hout his having to think of it.

"Skeit."

The man bobbed his head. "You remenber, sir? in the ordinary way of things, 1'd prefer it
otherwise. In your case, | take it as a conplinent.

"I lost track of you for a tine, sir, and nearly mssed you again at Mull," he went on cheerfully.
"When the landlord told me a young gentl eman of your description went galloping off for
Marianstat, | knew |'d cone on the right path again."

"Fol | owi ng ne? You' d have done better to follow your master, Cabbarus, to the devil or wherever he
is."

"I have to earn ny living, sir."

"Spy? Infornmer? Worse, for all | know"

Skeit gave hima wounded | ook. "Those are very hard words, sir. | do ny work. | have no grudge

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/2%20The%20Kestrel.txt (4 of 95) [12/28/2004 4:22:27 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/2%620T he%20K estrel .txt
agai nst you."
"No business with ne, either."

"Now, there, sir, allow nme to disagree." Skeit reached into his cloak. "You understand, it's not a
matter of ill will. That's not in ny nature.”

Skeit's pudgy hand, when it emerged, held a pistol
Wth the deftness of an expert at his trade, he cocked the weapon, took precise aim and fired.

Queen M ckle urgently needed a few handfuls of dirt. She had not, until tonight, realized how
scarce it was. Her apartnments had, as al ways, been swept and dusted relentlessly.

Her need had sprung up suddenly at the end of the day. That norning, when Dr. Torrens, her chief

mnister, arrived still without word of Theo, Mckle's patience, even then, was scraped to the
bone.
"All I want," she said, in a tone as reasonable as she could manage, "is a sinple answer to a

simpl e question: Where is he?"
Torrens shook his head. "We have no further news, Mjesty, beyond what we already know. "

"Which is nothing." Mckle paced the private audi ence chanber, hands cl enched in the pockets of
the breeches she wore in preference to the cunbersone skirts she suffered at grand cerenonial s.

"The wheel s of governnent turn slowy," said Torrens.

"G led with nolasses," M ckle snapped. Dispatches fromlocal constables throughout the Caria
val |l ey, where Theo's last letter had cone from were no help. Her hopes had risen at the report of
an innkeeper in a town called Mull. He dimy remenbered selling a horse to a young man resenbling
Theo, but had no i dea what had beconme of either. The clue led only to a blind alley. The officers
M ckl e sent from Marianstat had | earned no nore.

"Have you heard from Erzcour?" she denmanded. "The general advises he is eager to serve in any way
he can. He offers troops to search the valley as soon as Your Majesty gives himspecific
i nformation."

"I'n other words," replied Mckle, "I tell himwhere Theo is and he'll go find him™"

Dr. Torrens watched her with concern. The girl, slight of frame, narrow waisted, with jutting
shoul ders, |ooked nore street sparrow than inperial eagle. Unlike her nother, the new queen was no
beauty at first glance. Yet there were tines when her pale blue eyes made the air crackle, for she
coul d show t he bearing and presence of a soverei gn-when she chose-and her quick m nd absorbed all
it lighted on. She nmight even becone, he specul ated, the strongest of the royal line. But she
still had much to learn, Torrens thought sadly, and one hard | esson was now before her

"I urge you. Majesty, to put aside your personal cares. Al that can be done is being done. A
rul er does not neglect affairs of state for affairs of the heart. The nmonarchy continues, while
the heart-"

"What are you telling me?" cried Mckle. "That |I'm supposed to go on, business as usual, and Theo
m ssing for-"

"That is exactly what | amtelling you," Ton-ens broke in bluntly. "Wen your father believed you
dead, he lost himself in grief-and nearly |ost the kingdomto Cabbarus. Your private concerns are
your own, and nust remain so, for you are a queen first and forenost."” Hs tone softened. "Your
work will make your waiting easier."

As Mckle did not answer, the white-haired chief mnister laid a stack of docunents on her desk.
"To begin, the question of Baron Montnollin's | andhol di ngs nust be dealt with."

"I don't see any question," Mckle said. "Hs fanily took common | and that everyone was allowed to
use for grazing or farmng and nmade it part of their private estate. Theo wote to us about it. He
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found proof when he was digging through some sort of town archives. The records show it was
bar ef aced thievery."

"Undeni ably common | and," said Torrens, "but it was added to the principal estate. La Jolie, two
gener ations ago."

"Thi every doesn't count if it's big enough and old enough? Mntnollin already has nore acres than
anyone can keep track of. Add themup, he likely owns half of Westrmark. Well, this rmuch he'll have
to give back to his tenants, no matter which of his noble ancestors stole it."

"Beyond a doubt, this should be done," said Torrens, "But not hastily. It is not the nonent.
urge you to act with greatest deliberation.”

"Del ay, you nean," said Mckle. "if it's an old grievance, the nore reason to set it right as soon
as possible.”

"I do not advise it," replied Torrens. "The whole aristocracy will feel threatened and turn
agai nst you. Landl ess and | anded ali ke throughout the kingdomwi |l demand investigation of al
such hol di ngs; some rightfully, others nerely seizing a chance for gain. It can lead only to

di sorder. Since your father's death, the nonarchy is in too delicate a bal ance. Make no nove to
disturb it. Wen your position is stronger, you nay do so. Until then, follow a policy of

di scretion."

"And don't step on any toes," Mckle retorted. "You, of all people, advise that? You risked your
life standing up to Cabbarus. You weren't exactly discreet then- Now you sound |ike a courtier."

Torrens stiffened. Color rose to his face. "I amno courtier. Mijesty, nor will | ever be- | offer
you ny best judgnent, for the good of the kingdomand yours. If you believe otherwi se, | ask you
to choose another chief minister."

"Ch, Torrens, you know that's not what | neant,"” cried Mckle, going to him The forner Roya
Physi ci an was her strongest resource: an honest, forthright man whom she had now unwittingly hurt.
The nonent passed; Torrens regai ned his conposure, but withdrew soon after, |eaving the Montnollin
af fair unsettl ed.

Later, with her nother, Mckle was on the fine edge of tears for the first tine since Theo's
di sappearance. "l don't understand it," she burst out. "I don't know why they can't find him™"
Queen Caroline stroked her daughter's hair. "There is a possibility you nust consider. A harsh
one."

"That he's had an accident? O could even be dead?" said Mckle. "That's a possibility I won't
consider at all."”

"No," said Caroline. "Perhaps he cannot be found because he does not wi sh to be found."

M ckl e frowned, puzzled, as the queen went on. "Six nonths is long in a young life. Love sworn
one day is forgotten the next. This may be the case with your Theo. You, ny child, rust not allow
it to break your heart. Affections change quickly. He would not be the first young nan to find
anot her sweet heart."

"I won't think that of him" Mckle snapped. "I don't see how you can think it, either."
She did not believe a word of what Queen Caroline had said.
She wondered if it mght be true.

The rest of the day had been no happier than the beginning. She finally closeted herself in her
apartments. Having given orders to admt no one, she was all the nore vexed when a | ady-in-waiting
i nformed her of an individual claimng to be a Ji obf eman who sought an audi ence; who, in fact,
insisted on it.

Before M ckle could give a tart answer, a paunchy figure in a uniformglittering with nmedal s
thrust aside the indignant courtier. To the further shock of the lady in waiting, M ckle sprang up
the instant she laid eyes on the intruder and threw her arnms around as nuch of himas she could
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conpass. A ginger-haired dwarf, with an enornous cocked hat under his arm had al so Stunped into
the room

"Count Las Bonbas!" she cried. "Misket! | thought you'd gone off to nake your fortune!"

"My dear girl-dear Queen, that is," answered the portly count, "the | ess said about that the
better."” Despite the splendor of his uniform he presented |less than his customary cheerful ness;
hi s moustache hung wilted, his cheeks sagged. "W're back fromour travels and heard the news only
a few days ago. | cane as fast as | could to pay ny respects. Wich, alas, is all I'min a
position to pay."

"As usual, down to the last penny," grunbled Musket, "and he borrowed that one fromnme. | don't
expect to see it again."

"Nonsense, " protested Las Bombas. "I find nyself in nmerely, what shall | call it, a fiscal pause.”

"What about your elixir?" Mckle asked. "Your rejuvenating potions?"

"Excellent as ever," the count replied. "I wish | could say |ikew se for the custoners.”

"I'f things get worse," said Miusket, "he m ght have to nake an honest 1iving.

"A prospect | intend to avoid at all cost," said the count. "I have already attenpted to tread the
path of rectitude and can attest that virtue is its own reward; indeed, its only reward-

Marvel ously satisfying in a dreary sort of way. Along the lines of nmeat and drink, however, it

| eaves sonmething to be desired. | prefer to admire it at a safe distance.”

During this, knowing the count's inclinations, Mckle had ordered that food be i mredi ately brought
for her visitors. Las Bonbas attacked his victuals the instant they arrived. |If his fortunes had
suffered, his appetite had survived undanaged. Misket, though half the size of his master, boasted
an equal capacity.

"We've tried everything," Las Bonbas went on between nouthfuls. "My finest attractions: hypnotism
fortune-telling, sleight of hand. They net with a remarkably strong |ack of interest. Ah, ny dear,
I long for those gol den days-golden in every sense of the word-when we were all together. Wat a
superb Oracle Priestess you were! And Theo-if he'd stayed with nme he could have bl ossoned into a
first-class nountebank, he had a gift for it. Wiere is he, by the way? Cccupi ed, no doubt, with
his princely duties? He's one -to take that kind of work seriously: a flaw in an otherw se

prom sing character; but he can't help it. Send for him ny dear. |I'meager to see the lad."

"So aml," said Mckle. "He's vanished. Not a word, not a trace." She quickly told Las Bonbas what
had happened and how all efforts to find himhad fail ed.

"1 npossi bl e. People don't vanish into thin air. In the days of Cabbarus, yes. Not anynore. He nust
be sonmewhere."

"I know that," said Mckle. "Tell it to those bunblers searching for him There's been so nuch
del ay, shilly-shallying, dispatches sent back and forth, it makes ny teeth ache.

"WIIl you do nme a service?" she continued, following an idea that had been in her mind since Las

Bonbas arrived. "The paynment will be very worth your while."

"Accept money froma friend? Never!" declared Las Bonmbas. "Yes, well," he added hastily, "it's
better than accepting it froma stranger. My dear Mckle, | should be delighted to oblige you

wi t hout thought of conpensation. Since you've thought of it, however, |I'd not be so insensitive to
refuse.”

"Do you still have your coach? And Friska?"

"Both in fine state. The coach does not require nourishnent, and Friska is content with her nodest
portion of hay. | wish | could say as nuch for nyself. Yes, we all stand ready at your comand."

"l want you to go to Mull, in the Caria valley, for a start,” said Mckle. "Theo coul d have been
there just before he disappeared. Werever he is, find him You and Musket can do it better and
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faster than all the troops, constables, and inspectors put together. You'll have nobney, as nmuch as
you want. |'ll order the Royal Treasurer to give it to you now, cash in hand."

"Excellent!" Las Bonbas heaved hinself to his feet. "We'Il turn himup for you. Consider it done
We depart imediately.” "No," said Mckle. "Not until tonight. There are too nany busybodies in

the pal ace during the day, too nany noses in other people's affairs.”
"I don't see what difference it nmakes."
"Because," Mckle said, "I'mgoing with you."

The count stared at her. "The queen of Wstnmark? Personally? Qut of the question! It's-it's not
fitting. It's beneath royal dignity."

"Blast royal dignity," said Mckle. "Besides, | won't let on |I'm queen of anything. |'d never get
the truth out of anybody. You'll think of sonething we can pretend to be. Torrens can nanage
without me for a while. I'Il leave a note for nmy nother where she'll be sure not to find it until

it's too late to send after ne.

"My dear girl, it sinply won't do. The hardshi ps of the journey-"

"We've gone through worse," Mckle said. "I'mafraid sonmething' s happened to him M/ nother has
the notion he's changed his mnd, that he doesn't want us to marry. That-that he's set his heart
on sonebody else. | don't believe it, but if it's true |l want himto tell nme so. To ny face,

straight out."

"' msure it's not the case," the count said. "Even if it were- Geat heavens, girl, you can't ask
me to be responsible for your safety and confort."

"Il answer for nmy own safety and confort- O course, if you don't want to take me with you, |
won't force you."

Las Bombas sighed with relief. "Now you're being sensible.”

M ckle grinned at him "I'Il go alone.” Wiile the count sputtered a protest, she added,
"Naturally, then, you couldn't expect to be paid."

"Where your safety is concerned, nere gold cannot influence nme in the slightest. It's a matter of
reasonabl e judgnment, of conscience." The count puffed out his cheeks and passed a hand over his
brow. "Ah-there's no question. You' d be better off with us. Very welt, | agree. It's ny patriotic
duty."

Las Bonbas having yielded to conscience and duty, Mckle instructed himto nmake everything ready
for their departure. To speed himon his way and protect himfroma sudden attack of
afterthoughts, she wote out a treasury draft which she put into the reliable hands of Misket,
telling the dwarf to have the coach waiting that night in an alley beyond the pal ace.

So it happened that Queen Mckle, as the Juliana bells rang m dni ght, urgently needed a supply of
dirt.

Until half a year ago, Mckle had spent nost of her |ife as a street urchin- She was able, thus,
toslipinto that role again with great ease and even greater enjoynent: It was a wel cone relief.

Though she had al so been an eager student of housebreaki ng, apprenticed to one of the finest
burglars in Westmark, she understood that |eaving the Juliana by stealth would present a few
unique difficulties for the ruler. Guards of honor lined the corridors, sentries were posted

t hroughout the courtyard and at the gates. The disguise of urchin would be essential in rejoining
Las Bombas. The queen of Westmark, M ckle realized, had much power and little freedom

She ripped and frayed a pair of breeches and a shirt until they | ooked properly disreputable. She
could not say as much for herself. She had tied back her hair and scuffed her boots; but she
needed grine, and the apartnents were disgustingly dean. Mckle tried the fireplace. The day had
been mld, no fire had been lit, and all traces of ash had been swept away. Reaching up the
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chi mey, she finally scraped off an anple ambunt of soot, which she streaked over her face and
hands and rubbed i nto her cl ot hing.

Satisfied with her new appearance, M ckle opened the casenent and stepped out onto the | edge. She
swung ni mbly upward and cl anbered to the rooftop, stopping Just short of the peak. Fromthere,
flattened agai nst the roof, she pressed along silent as a shadow in the direction of the pal ace
wal | until she reached a conmer that would | et her descend without having to cross too |arge an
expanse of open courtyard.

A sentry paced below. Mckle slid easily down the nearest rainspout, stopping a short distance
above the ground. She had planned to go the rest of the way as soon as the man's back was turned
He was infuriatingly slow Instead of continuing his patrol, he stopped, |eaned his nusket agai nst
the side of the building, and yawned | eisurely, giving every sign of lingering sone while.

Silently berating himfor a lazy lout, she decided to wait no |longer. Las Bonbas had ranked her
anong the best minmcs and ventril oqui sts he had known. Relying on those gifts, Mckle took a deep
br eat h.

An instant later, seemingly fromaround the comer nearest the sentry post, cane a furious nmeow ng
and spitting, followed by barks, grows, and yel ps- The guardsman seized his nusket and ran to
settle the nost ferocious cat-and-dog fight he had ever heard.

M ckle grinned with satisfaction. She had | ost none of her skill. She dropped to the flagstones
and raced across the courtyard. Legs punping, she struck the wall at full tilt. Her speed and
nmonentum carried her hal fway up. Her fingers caught at the slightest handholds in the cracks and
crevices. Gining the top, she swing over without breaking stride and dropped lightly to the
street.

She crouched a nonent in the darkness. Her mmcry had roused the kennels. Fromthe pal ace grounds
rose the baying of every hound in the royal pack, and the shouts of their bew | dered keepers.

M ckl e vani shed i nto the shadows.

The ramwas a magni ficent specinen, with horns thick as a man's forearm curling above the shaggy
brow. Deep-chested, coated with long white fleece, it lay on its side against an outcroppi ng of
rocks. It was not quite dead.

Three nen in hunting costune, followed by their gun | oaders and the | ocal foresters, wal ked
briskly over the stony ground. Afternoon sunlight sparkled on the blue white peaks of the

Domiti ans, the high range at the eastern border of Westnmark. The hunters were sone | eagues beyond
this frontier, well within the nei ghboring ki ngdom of Regi a.

"Bravo, Ceneral!" Duke Conrad of Regia clapped his hands. He was a stocky man with ruddy cheeks.
"Excel l ent shot! They are el usive beasts, one rarely sees them A favorable omen for your visit. |
congratul ate you."

"Your Hi ghness proni sed good hunting." General Erzcour tended toward fleshiness. H s | arge, heavy
face and proni nent cheekbones made his eyes appear especially bright and sharp. He had the habit
of slightly pursing his lips, which made himlook as if he were about to taste sonething pleasant.
"We have not been di sappointed.™

"Certainly not in the matter of Regian gane." The third huntsman. Baron Mntnollin, was the
tallest of the party. Although the eldest, he showed little trace of age in his finely drawn
features- Hunting, for the nost part, bored him he strode along with his conpanions, an
expression of polite indulgence on his face.

"Nor shall you be disappointed in anything else, | assure you," said" Conrad. "W are largely in
agreement already; the small matters can be settled quickly and happily."

They halted a few paces fromthe ram |t was watching them The aninmal struggled to lift its head
and make a thrust with its horns.

Duke Conrad turned to Erzcour. "The locals call these creatures rock rams. The nore proper termis
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Domitian nouton. Is this your first? Splendid You nust indulge us. General, by observing one of
our Regian custons."

He gestured to the chief forester. Drawing his hunting knife, the nan wal ked up to the ram and cut
its throat. Duke Conrad knelt and dipped his fingertips.

"Allow ne. CGeneral- It is a very old custom These nountain fellows would be nmuch put out if it
were not observed." He touched Erzcour's forehead and cheeks, leaving inprints |ike scarlet
fl owers.

"Now, Erzcour," said Baron Montnollin, "you |look quite the savage."

"As a warrior should be," replied the duke. He wiped his fingers on a handkerchief and threw it
aside. "I would even suggest,” he went on Jokingly, "that our troops follow the exanple of those
native tribes that paint their faces to terrify their enemes."

"Some of our older court ladies," rejoined Montnollin, "have al ready adopted that practice."

Conrad, |aughing at the baron's sally, ordered the foresters to deal with the carcass and led his
guests down the slope. They were in high good hunor by the tinme they reached a clearing in the
wooded val |l ey, where groons waited with the horses.

There was no sign of King Constantine, who was to join themthere. A groomreported that H s
Maj esty had sighted a stag at the | ast nonent and had set off after it.

"We shall not wait for him" Conrad told his visitors.

"My nephew sonetimes lets inmpulse, instead of policy, lead him He knows where to find us. | can
speak for himin his absence.™

"I hope Your Hi ghness can also speak for his safety," Erzcour said.

"Have no concern," replied the duke. "He is an excellent huntsman.” He added lightly, "In any
case, should sone untoward event occur, the crown would revert to his el dest blood relative. And
so, gentlenen, you would sinply have ne to deal with. That would not be disagreeable to you and
your col |l eagues? Speaking theoretically, of course. Your plans would not be affected. W Regians,
once fixed on a course of action, maintain it." He cocked an eye at the baron. "Your present
sovereign is not so reliable- Unfortunate. | hear, Baron, she is called the Beggar Queen.™

"So she is," replied Montnollin, "and | would prefer to see her queen of beggars instead of queen
of Westmark. We are adequately provided with beggars on the streets; we do not require one on the
throne. ™"

The duke and his party rode back at an invigorating pace to the royal |lodge. In the main room
where trophies of antlers and ani mal heads covered the walls, a table had been set with
refreshnents,. Conrad notioned for the servants to withdraw. The baron had strolled to the gun
racks and was exami ning a silver-nounted pistol

"An exqui site weapon," observed Montrnollin. "It would nake death al nost charning.”

"Al nmost, but not quite." Conrad | aughed. "Keep it, Baron. | see you are a connoi sseur. As for
death, | nust say frankly that your king's dem se has nade our task easier. Your Beggar Queen is
new to her throne. She has not, | gather, consolidated any great support anong her ministers, the

army. or even her subjects. It is our nmonent of opportunity. W nust act quickly, however, before
that noment is lost to us.”

"W are prepared to do so,
up to you."

Montmol lin said, going to the table. "The first nove, ny dear Duke, is

"Qur course of action is sinple," said Conrad. "General Erzcour has already communi cated with ny
staff officers. They agree that Regian troops will attack Westmark through the Caria Col. After a
token resistance, General Erzcour will surrender and order all units to do |ikew se. W shal
advance through the Caria valley. The way will be clear for us to press on to Marianstat and
capture it. W shall offer generous ternms, insisting only on the abdication of the queen. She w |
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be in no position to refuse.

"So, gentlenen, | see no difficulties,”" Conrad went on. "For the sake of appearance, however, |
believe it would be wise for you. General, to be taken prisoner tenporarily, and treated with al
the respect we pay to a gallant adversary- | also suggest that you, dear Baron, remain with us
instead of returning to your estates. Not a hostage, you understand, but an honored guest. A snall
gesture of good faith. The king woul d appreciate this."

Mont nol 1in bowed. "I accept your delightful hospitality. An unexpected pleasure, though | did not
i magi ne ny good faith required denponstration."

Erzcour had been listening with growing concern. "A soldier's oath is not taken lightly," he began
after sone hesitation. "Nor can it be broken tightly."

Conrad frowned. "Second thoughts? At this |late stage?"

"Ceneral Erzcour is a good soldier," said Montnollin. "If he is suffering pangs of conscience,

qui te understand and comrend him" He turned to Erzcour. "You are not breaking your oath, | assure
you. In the highest sense, you are keeping it. You are not betraying your kingdom Nor aml. W

are preserving it. The aristocracy is its blood and bone. Wio can better hold it together? Yokels
and cobbl ers? Tradesnen? The so call ed educated cl asses are no better than rabble who have | earned
how to spell. The aristocracy al one stands above greed and self-interest. Your duty lies with us."

"I do not question my duty," said Erzcour. "Wat | require is clear agreenent on ny resistance at
the Caria Col. My troops cannot |lay down their arnms wi thout offering a genui ne show of strength-
W1l Regia accept the necessary casualties?"

"OfF course," replied Conrad. "The invasion nust be convincing. But not exaggerated. In the first
engagenents, we woul d expect to sacrifice, say, one hundred nmen. And you? How rmany of your own
before you woul d judge surrender as the correct military decision?"

"l estimate three hundred,"” said Erzcour. "To | ose fewer would be for me to surrender
di shonorably. "

Duke Conrad nodded. "Agreed. At that price, your honor will remrain unbl enished. Mreover, there
will be no undue hardships on either side. In a matter of weeks, Constantine will enter Marianstat
and receive the crowmn of Westnmark."

"We shall welcone him" said Montnollin. "A Regitian king is preferable to a beggar queen. W
recogni ze no boundaries between Regia and Westnark; that is a trivial matter for geographers and
toll collectors. W speak the same | anguage, in every sense of the word, barring, of course, our
slight differences in accent.

Though | nust say that your provincial dialects are as inconprehensible as sonme of ours. My own
tenants. among thensel ves, mnmight as well be jabbering in Trebizonian for all the sense | can make
of it-

"Those of our class, however, understand one another very well on both sides of the Domitians," he
continued. "Constantine, naturally, appreciates that in Westmark he will be guided by a ruling
council: nyself, General Erzcour, and some of the higher nobility."

"His Majesty will be grateful for such advisers," Conrad answered. "But now, Baron, | raise a
point regarding this council. One of your compatriots was obliged, not |ong ago, to seek refuge
with us. H's help has been invaluable. He has shared with us his intimte know edge of your
government al procedures, the practical workings of your mnistries-and other information we have
found extrenely interesting. He is presently living quietly in Regia, occupied in witing his
menoirs. "

" They shoul d be fascinating,” said Montnollin. "Autobiography suits him It is the highest form of
lying."

"I am sure he could be induced to put aside his literary efforts and sit as a nenber of your
council," said Conrad. "He offers the benefit of |ong experience in statesmanship. Desirable, you
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woul d agree? Certainly, fromour point of view, the Sieur De Brussac-"

"Ot herwi se known as Cabbarus,” Mntnollin broke in. "I was aware that our fornmer chief minister
had chosen Regia for his exile. I did not know he had al so chosen a new nane."

"He prefers it for the tinme being."
"Under standably. And the title?"

"W bestowed it on him" admitted Conrad. "A small honor conpared with his great assistance to us.
For one who was nearly king of Westrmark, 'Sieur' is not extravagant."

"Cabbarus is unacceptable to us, whatever he calls hinmself." returned Montnollin. "Under no
circunstances will he hold a place in our council. The fell ow has | ess breeding than one of ny
dogs, and the sensibilities of a hog butcher. He would be worse than a discredit, he would be an
enbarrassnent. A tyrant who gives tyranny a bad nane'"

Conrad shrugged. "As you wi sh. You see. we are not difficult. Now, gentlenen, | propose a toast-"

The duke had only raised his glass when the door flew open. A bright-haired, slender young nman in
di shevel ed hunting garb clattered into the room He smled at the guests, who inmediately canme to
their feet. The new arrival's face was still rosy fromthe nountain air. Wile the downy
begi nni ngs of a noustache had sprouted on his narrow upper lip, he had not yet cone into the ful
strength of his ancestral features that |ooked so well on gold coins. King Constantine |IX was

si xteen years ol d-

"I got ny stag," said Constantine. "It |ooks |like Erzcour got a ram" he added, noticing the
spl otches on the general's face. "Congratul ations. You can wash now. You needn't go around bl oody
forever. Have | nissed anything?"

"Not hi ng of consequence, " Conrad said.

Ignoring his uncle's frown, Constantine threw hinself on a couch and stretched his legs. "W'l
have our war, then? Good. It's ny first, you know. I'll be in personal comand."

"I think not this tinme," said "Conrad. "There will be other opportunities when you have nore
experience."

"How el se am| to get it?"

"Mpj esty," said Erzcour, "it will be a short canpaign, little better than a field exercise."
"Al'l the nore reason,"” said Constantine. "No, uncle, I'mnot going to sit in Breslin Palace until
it's over. | want to see things for nyself."

"We shall talk about it later," said the duke.

"One thing nore," said Montnollin. "Regian troops are to be kept firmy in hand. No needl ess
destruction, looting, and all the rest of it."

"Soldiers loot," replied Conrad. "It is a customary anusenent."”

"Even so, it must not be excessive. Your field officers nust be so instructed. It will only work
to all our disadvantage if there is ill will between our people and your soldiery."

"Montrollin's right," said Constantine, sitting up

"We're not really enem es, you know. "

"We understand that, Connie," the duke said inpatiently. "Now, gentlemen, if we have not hing
further- Ah, yes. It alnost slipped ny mind. That young fellow, what's his nane-the Sieur De
Brussac suggested, quite rightly, that we put himout of the way. The Sieur De Brussac passed
along a nane to you, did he not, Erzcour? A man he recommended. You have seen to the matter?"
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"l have. Your Highness. Since | have not heard otherw se, | assunme the affair is settled."

Const antine, neanwhile, had clinbed to his feet and gone to the side of Montnollin. "I don't care
what they say, i think the war will be a fine thing and I won't be put off it. As far as your
gueen is concerned, | can see why you want to be rid of her. But wouldn't it be easier if you

simply had someone go and do it?"
Mont nol 1in | ooked askance. "Your Mjesty, we are not barbarians.”

The pain in his ribs encouraged himto believe he was still alive. Opening his eyes, he doubted
it. A gaunt, white-streaked face | oonmed over him The ghostly shape laid a finger on its |ips,
turned, and di sappeared. Theo coul d not deci de whether his mind was playing tricks or whether he
had slipped into sonme netherworld of phantons, where, having been shot point-blank, he surely
bel onged.

He sat up cautiously. H s wound-throbbed under a heavy w appi ng of bandages. Pal e sunlight washed
over the plaster walls. From beyond the wi ndow he heard a rushing, bubbling sound, and a constant
clatter. Where he was and how he got there interested himless than setting off again as best he
could. H's clothing was gone, but he noticed a pile of garnments on a bench. He haui ed hinself out
of the cot and began awkwardly to dress.

The phantom was back, this time carrying a dish of unm stakably real food. He beckoned to Theo,
who realized what had given the man his ghostly appearance was a dusting of flour which seenmed to
have settled permanently on his face, hair, and clothing. Though flesh and bl ood, he kept silent
as a tonb- Wien Theo began to fling questions at him the stranger only eyed himgloonm |y and
answer ed none of them

"Inmpatient to be up? That's a good sign."

Florian had strolled into the room He wore a faded blue army greatcoat over his shoulders. Hs
el egantly drawn face with its scatter of pockmarks was weat herbeaten, grained with fine |lines.
Hatl ess, hair | oose and uncropped, he stood with his thunbs in his belt while his gray eyes
observed Theo's surprise with amusenent.

"This is Kopple, the miller. He's a good friend," said Florian as the gaunt nan nodded briefly.
"No chatterbox, as you may have gathered, which is all to his credit. Go on, eat your breakfast.
Slowy, now. You haven't had a solid neal this past week." Theo stared at him "I've been here
that long?" "You' re lucky to be anywhere for any length of tine." Florian took a packet fromthe
tabl e. Theo recogni zed his journal. A black-rimed hole had been drilled through the pages.

"We found this in your jacket," Florian said. "It stopped the bullet. Slowed it down, at any rate.
That saved your life. Half of it. For the other half"-he held up Theo's sket chbook-"you forgot
this at Mull when you went galloping away. Luther set off after you to give it back. He heard the
shot, but he was too |late to catch whoever did it, and had enough on his hands fishing you out of
the Carla. He thought it wise to bring you here. Sone of our people around Mull hel ped him You
had quite a journey-not that you took nuch notice of it. You'll nmend soon."

"Soon isn't soon enough," said Theo. "I should be with Mckle right now. Were is this place?"

"It doesn't matter,"” said Florian. "You're in no state to travel. Even if you were-"

"I'mgoing. | have to," Theo broke in. "Mckle's heard nothing fromne. She doesn't know what
happened or why |I'mnot there."

"So much the better," said Florian- "If you're worried about that, I'Il try to get word to her
She'I'l know you're alive, which is all she needs to know, and |I'll trust her to keep that bit of
news to hersel f."

"Do you nmean you won't let me go? I'mnot a prisoner." Theo glanced at Florian. "Or am|?"

"Of course not. It's for your own good. Listen to ne, youngster. Someone was very eager to get rid
of you."
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"Believe ne," said Theo, "I know that better than anybody. It was a nan called Skeit. He used to
wor k for Cabbarus.”

"Perhaps he still does," Florian said. "He's working for soneone, |'lIl wager. Fellows |ike that
aren't interested in settling their private scores. They have principles. Like the town hangnan,
they only kill for a fee. No doubt he's sure he killed you. If he finds he didn't, he'll try
again. You' re safer dead for a while."

"I"'mnot going to stay dead the rest of ny life."

"I hope not. Luther's off to find out what he can. Sonething' s brewi ng. W' ve known that, but we
still don't know what it is. There's a lot of different fish being fried and | can't |ay hands on
any of them |s Master Cabbarus in it? Does he fit with Erzcour and his friends? It may be. But
how?"

"Way did you want Erzcour replaced?" Theo asked as Florian paced the room

"Lut her rmust have told you. The gallant general and the aristocracy appear to be playing a deep
ganme of their own. Very deep. | can't fathomit."

"And | can't fathomwhat difference any of it makes to you. The arny, the aristocracy-why do you
care what they're up to? The nore trouble for the nonarchy, the better pleased you should be."

Florian halted and | ooked squarely at Theo. "If | thought it would hel p our cause, yes. The
mlitary and the nobility want nore power in government, | can snell that. If they get it, they'l
make ny work all the harder. That doesn't suit me. I'd be foolish to let ny eneny grow stronger."

"Then it all has to do with your advantage," Theo replied bitterly. "It wasn't to help Mckle. O
Torrens. O me. Once, you told me all nmen were brothers. Nature's |aw, you said. Doesn't that
i ncl ude us?"

"You asked rmuch the sanme at Nierkeeping," Florian said, after a long nmonment. "I've thought about
it ever since. You gave nme a fine piece of gristle to chew on. But what's to be done with
gristle?"

"Swallow it," said Theo, "or spit it out."
"Yes," Florian said. "but | keep chew ng."
"I't hasn't changed your nmind."

"I do what's needed." Florian's face cl ouded. He added, half to hinself, "Sonetinmes | question. |
question. And | can't answer." He sniled suddenly. "There you see the risk in thinking too
carefully. That, fortunately, is not the case with Justin."

"Luther said he was with you."

"He is, but not at the nonment. He should be back in a few days. He'll be glad to see you."
"WIl he? He nearly got killed that day, because of nme. | wouldn't blane himif he held a grudge."
"He doesn't talk about it," said Florian. "As for what he thinks, | don't always know his m nd-

Things seemto drop into it and di sappear

"My fledgling grows a strong pair of wings," Florian went on. "I had expected himto be an eagl e;
he's becom ng nore an avengi ng angel. In any case, he has a followi ng who worship himlike one.
count on himto do well. He has a nunber of nmarvelous gifts. One of them should be especially

useful -or especially dangerous-to a great many people, and hinself into the bargain

"l suppose,” Florian said, at Theo's questioning ook "you mght call it charm™

Florian had told himhe was not a prisoner. Theo had no cause to disbelieve it. Neverthel ess,
when, he regai ned strength enough to keep his legs fromgoing off y in their own directions and
was able to wal k outdoors, he noticed that he was rarely alone. If he sunned hinself in the
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m |1 house yard, or sat" by the streamthat turned the slatted wheel, Kopple always |oonmed cl ose
by; or several of Florian's people, strangers to Theo, would find work in the stable, granary, or
wher ever el se he wander ed.

He had al ready decided to set out for Marianstat despite Florian's warning. The air had lost its
sharp edge, a pale green nmist of new | eaves hung over the surroundi ng woodl ands. From what bits of
talk he overheard, he calculated the mll to be in the western reaches of the valley. The weat her
favored him but the journey would be too long on foot. He began passing nore tine at the stables,
sket chbook in hand, taking a lively interest in drawi ng horses.

One such afternoon, Florian hinmself sauntered by and stopped to observe.

"You've a good hand at that," he said, "though |I'm not sure what your courtiers and mnisters wll
have to say about a prince who draws pictures.

"There's another matter |I've wanted to take up with you," he added, smiling. "You're not as nuch a
nmonar chi st as you had me believe. Not according to what you've witten in your journal-what was
left of it."

"That's private." Theo reddened. "You had no right-

"True. But some tenptations are irresistible and thus perhaps forgivable." Florian grinned at him
"You' ve set down sone di sapproving views on the subject, to put it mldly, A delicious irony,
woul dn't you say, for a lad about to marry the queen of West mark?"

"I't's not the queen of Westmark |I'mgoing to marry," said Theo, "it's Mckle. And-yes, | think the
whol e idea of aristocracy is wong. The injustice of it would be bad enough, but it sinply doesn't
wor K.

"When | was a printer's devil, i read an old book by a man call ed Johannes Jacobus. He said it was
only conmon sense for the nobility, the townsfolk, and the peasantry to join in one grand counci
where everyone had a voice- The king would rule by their agreenment. There wouldn't be only one

| eader of the council, but three. He called themconsuls. No one held power at the expense of the
ot hers. "
Fl ori an | aughed and shook his head. "I read that, too, when | was your age. | thought the idea was

marvel ous. It only needed unsel fi shness and goodwill to make it work. Poor old Jacobus. He never
under st ood that power is always at sonmeone's expense; sonetines at the expense of those who try to
use it best. | soon found out there were flies in his magic ointnent."

"He said people were good by nature," Theo replied.

"I'l'l treatnment was what funed sone of them wi cked. G ven a chance, they'd choose justice over
injustice, they' d rather be kind than cruel. It's a matter of education.”

"Do you believe that?"
"OfF course. It's the way | feel, and I'mno different from anyone el se-though | used to think so."

"Your nodesty is as delightful as your innocence,” Florian said. "Do you know what happened to
Jacobus7 He was hounded frompillar to post until he died in a garret. H's book was condemed and
publicly burned."

"Bl ane the judge, then.”

"I't wasn't a judge," said Florian, "but his own colleagues at Freyborg University. They're the
ones who burned his book, and only regretted they couldn't do likewise to him"

Fl orian broke off. One of his nen was calling him and he | eft Theo searching for a good reply.
Fi ndi ng none i nmedi ately at hand, Theo went back to his sketchbook and his plan, trying to arrange
his conscience so that he could steal a friend s horse w thout reckoning hinself a thief.

Crossing the yard next norning, he saw Justin coming out of the stable, a blanket roll over his
shoul der, a pistol in his belt. He was |eaner and taller than Theo remenbered; his fine yell ow
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hair, long and |l oose in the manner of Florian, had grown still paler, while his conpl exion had
weat hered to a dark gold- A heavy scar twisted fromhis browto his cheek in a stark white furrow.

Justin's violet-colored eyes wi dened until they seenmed to eat up his whole face. He halted,
wat ching intently for a long nmonent. Then he broke suddenly into a boyish grin and ran to grasp
Theo's hand, showering himw th questions and wavi ng asi de his answers.

"I have to report to Florian," Justin said hastily- "W'Ill talk later. But-but this is wonderful
After all this tine! Not since N erkeeping!" Hs grin w dened. "Wat a glorious day that was, eh?
I'"lI'l never forget it. My first battle, a real baptismof fire. Yours, too, | think. W were hard
pressed, all of us." Justin lowered his voice as if sharing a secret. "I can tell you, | thought
it was touch and go for a tinme. Lucky I was on hand to save you fromthat officer."”

Justin clapped himon the shoul der and strode into the house, |eaving Theo to puzzle over his
words. In fact, at Nierkeeping, an officer of the garrison had set upon Justin with a saber- Theo
himsel f pulled Justin away as the officer swung up his bl ade again, and had | evel ed his pistol
ready to fire. In his nightnares, he still saw Justin, his face a bl oody mask, and heard his
screans to kill the man. Theo had stood frozen for no nore than a heartbeat, but it would have
cost Justin's life. It was Florian who brought down the officer with a nmusket shot. The nonent had
haunt ed Theo ever since. VWether conscience or cowardi ce made himhesitate he had never been able
to decide. At the last, Mckle hel ped Theo drag Justin to safety. The day had not been gl orious.

Justin had sonehow rearranged his nenory, giving hinself a hero's role, and had spoken wi th such
conviction and |ikabl e eagerness that Theo was nearly persuaded to believe the distorted account
whol eheartedly. He suddenly understood sonething of what Florian had meant by "charm"

After a tinme, he went back into the m |l house where Justin and Florian sat studying a nmap, too
absorbed to notice him He was about to | eave when he heard hoof beats clattering into the yard and
exci ted voi ces.

A nonment |ater, Luther stepped through the doorway. He | ooked saddl e-weary, his face grayish, his
cl oak mud- caked. Kopple and two of Florian's nen followed. Wth a quick nod to Theo, Luther went
directly to Florian.

"There's fighting in the Col. The Regians attacked yesterday, before dawn. | was up there when it
started. By now, they'll have a couple of reginents in the valley."

If Florian was taken aback. He showed no sign. He was thoughtful for a nmonent, then asked, "Wat
do you nake of it, Luther? Are they up to sone other sort of business? They're foolish if they
i nvade through the passes. Erzcour could hold themoff with a corporal's guard."

"Erzcour surrendered," Luther said flatly. "He's ordered all Westnmark units to |lay down their
arns. To save lives and avoi d bl oodshed in hopel ess battle against vastly superior forces-that was
his | ast order of the day. The Regi ans have him prisoner."

"Why did he surrender?" Theo had been listening in nounting disnmay. "If he could have held his
ground, why didn't he?"

"I't's clear enough. He never intended to," Florian said- "I warned you sonething was in the wi nd."

"There's nore," said Luther. "Erzcour surrendered, so did nost of his officers. The troops didn't.
They were betrayed and they know it. So they're still fighting, as best they can, in disobedience
to orders. Call it a mutiny, if you like. In any case, it's a hornet's nest up there."

"Bravo, the nutineers!" Florian junped fromthe bench and dapped his hands. "That's sonething our
gal l ant general didn't reckon on."

Lut her shook his head. "The Regians are giving thema bad nmauling. They've had to fall back, they
can't get thenselves in any kind of order. One conpany tried to make a stand. They were cut to
ri bbons. "

"Florian," Theo broke in, "I can't wait- | have to get to Marianstat."
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"No way you'll get through," said Luther, "not as things are going now. The valley's crawing with
Regi ans, don't you understand that?"

"Luther is right." Florian added. "You have to put up with us awhile yet." He gave Theo a wy
grin. "As for what you' ve had in mnd these past days, it's no use nmaking off wi th one of our
horses. O were you thinking of taking two?"

"Wul d you have stopped nme?" demanded Theo, abashed that Horian had so easily guessed his secret
pl an.

"Not then," said Horian. "But | would now If Skeit doesn't shoot you, the Regians no doubt will."'
"What are you going to do?"

"Do? Wiy, youngster, | don't see that |'mexpected to do anything. I'msorry. It's a bl oody piece
of business, but it's between Westmark and Regia. | have no part in it. You forget we're a band of
desperate outlaws."

"That's not true," retorted Theo. "King Augustine pardoned you."

"Yes," Florian said, smling, "but I didn't pardon him™"

"You wanted to help us before." Theo pressed on. "I don't care what your reasons were. There nust
be sonet hing your people can do now. "

"I was willing to give you fair warning," answered Horian. "For ny own advantage, as you quickly
poi nted out. That was one thing. It cost me nothing. Are you asking ne to put ny people into the
field? As what? Irregular troops? Partisans? That's sonething different, much nore expensive. |I'm
surprised that you, of all people, should ask it."

"I"'mwilling," put in Justin. "I can have nen and mounts here before the week's out. Do it,
Florian. It would be a marvel ous chance, better than N erkeeping. Think how much we could | earn
fromit."

"A costly school .’
do you t hi nk?"

Florian said nothing for a while, pacing the room He turned to Luther. "What

"Fight as irregulars? This cones on us too soon. |'mnot sure we're ready."

"Not as ready as |I'd like." said Horian. "But Justin has a point. This could be the nonent to test
our hand. if the arnmy's in disarray, some will join us. A good many, as it might be. We'd cone out
of it stronger than before.”

"Or cut to pieces," Luther said. "And yet-it's a chance too good to mss."

"One thing nore." Florian | ooked sharply at Theo.

"I't's time you had your first lesson in statecraft, nmy Prince: Gve nothing for nothing. If we do
this, we shall want something in return

"A piece of paper,” Florian went on. "I want our freedomspelled out in laws. | want the equality
of every man and wonman in Westnmark; they shall be equal before the law, and the | aw shall be equa
before them The only privilege | accept is the privilege-no, the right-of nmaking a decent life
for ourselves. In short, a constitution. I'll not ask ny people to die for anything less."

"I'd give you that w thout your asking," said Theo.
"It isn't up tome. |I can't speak for Mckle or Dr. Torrens."

"No, but you can speak for us. | want your word that, cone what may, you'll support our cause.
Agai nst the aristocracy. Against the nonarchy. If need be, against the queen herself. Do | have
your prom se?"

Florian's gray eyes | ooked at himsteadily. Theo felt Justin and Luther watching him too.
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Finally, he nodded. "Yes. You have it."

"Luther, your work is cut out for you," said Florian. "I want Zara here. And Stock. It seens that
I"1l need all of ny children."

That same norning, a high-wheel ed coach rattled over the wooden bridge spanning the Al na, where
the river swng north to flowinto the larger waters of the Carla. The driver, stubby-Ilegged, a
huge cocked hat on the back of his head, a clay pipe between his teeth, coaxed the gray mare to
step out briskly, as he hoped to cover the | eagues between Carlsbruch and Mull before nightfall
Hi s passengers were a young gentleman from Napolita, Signer Mchelo, and his tutor. Professor
Lor nbasso.

Count Las Bonbas had first considered posing as a traveling journalist, but finally decided on a
nore respectabl e occupation. "This should go down splendidly with the provincials,"” he told

M ckle. "As sightseers, it will be quite natural for us to nose around as nuch as we please, hear
| ocal gossip, inquire about odd happenings-it's part of your education. Besides, tourists who
spend nmoney are al ways wel cone. "

M ckle's ragamuffin garb had let her slip unremarked through the alleys of Marianstat and join the
wai ting count. Las Bombas, neanwhile, had acquired garments in keeping with their new roles: for

M ckle, clothing of quality befitting a serious young student of good family; for hinself, sonber
professorial robes and a pair of spectacles. He took pains to blotch his fingers with ink and
arrange sonme egg stains on his shirt front, explaining that a measure of scruffiness would enhance
his schol arly appearance.

As the count predicted, they were cordially received everywhere. After |eaving Marianstat, they
stopped briefly at posthouses and inns along the valley road. Wthout seenming to press for
information, they pieced together a fair account of Theo's novenents. Mckle was thus able to
reason that he was probably in Mull when he heard the news of her father's death. If/ in fact, he
had started back then, he had di sappeared somewhere between there and Carl sbruch. Queen Caroline
was wrong. He had not dropped out of sight on purpose. Wiile it relieved her mnd to that extent,
it increased her fear that he had net with sonme accident. She was all the nobre anxious to reach
her destination and question the innkeeper

"Musket will have us there for supper,” the count assured her, "if we don't get too badly caught
in a thunderstorm One seens to be on the way."

M ckl e, too, had grown aware of distant runbling, although the sky above them was cloudless. In
the direction of Mull hung a gray snudge that quickly darkened, streaking upward to drift over the
eastern reaches of the Carl a.

Musket, soon after, reined up and halted in the mddle of the road. The count put his head out the
wi ndow, inpatient to | earn the cause of the delay. Uniformed figures, sonme on foot, sone on
hor seback, were rapidly bearing down on them

"The local garrison on field exercises," explained Las Bonbas. "Badly turned out, | rnust say.
Soneone should mention it to their comanding officer. We'll have to let themby."

M ckl e had clinbed out of the coach to see for herself. Soldiers they were, but in no nmlitary
formation. Before she knew what was happeni ng, she found herself anid a tide of griny faces and
Jostling bodies. Mst carried rmuskets slung over their shoul ders, but a nunber were weaponless. A
few di shevel ed cavalrynen tried to force their fathered nounts through the press of troops and
baggage carts.

Las Bonbas hurried to join Mckle. One of the soldiers had seized Friska's reins and was trying to
head the mare and coach in the opposite direction

"What's all this?" cried Las Bonbas. "D sgraceful! Formranks, there' Were's your officer?"

The soldiers within earshot burst into guffaws. A sergeant with a bloody rag tied about his head
shoul dered his way to the coach. "Get back wherever you canme from The Regians are in Mill."
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Wth half a dozen others shouting at the sanme tine, it took Mckle a few nonents to understand
what had happened. Las Bonbas, too, finally realized that the Regi ans had not only captured the
town but were, as well, already sweeping through the valley.

"Do what the fellow says,” he cried, seizing Mckle's arm "Cet clear of this nmess, the faster the
better- | can't nake heads or tails of why it started, but that's the |least of our worries. Once
you're in Marianstat-"

"The war's here, it isn't in Marianstat," declared Mckle. "I'mstaying. They're ny soldiers,
aren't they?

"They're nobody's at this point. Call them soldiers? Geat heavens, girl, |'ve seen better-
organi zed nmobs. It's every nman for hinself here. They don't even have a comrandi ng of ficer."

"They do now. "

M ckle pulled anay fromthe count, flung off her hat and jacket, and cl anbered to the roof of the
coach. She put her fingers between her teeth and bl ew an earshattering whistle. This, coming from
what was unm stakably a girl | ooking down coolly at them brought nmost of the troops up short.

The count, seeing no way to stop her, tried to nake the best of it. He clinbed to the box beside
Musket and bawl ed at the top of his voice, "Attention! Present arns! That's the queen of
Vst mar k!

H's mlitary outburst brought nore guffaws and a sel ection of barrack-room comrents.
One trooper shouted up: "Queen, are you, missy? If you' re a queen, where's your crown?"

M ckl e, seeing he wore a hussar's uniform grinned at him "If you're a caval ryman, where's your
hor se?"

The soldiers, at this, whooped and cheered her, turning the Joke on their conrade. Meantine, a
bedraggl ed, hatless figure in an officer's tunic pushed through the crowd.

"Your Majesty'" he cried, saluting. "Beg to report:

Captain Wtz at your orders'"

The count stared at the officer, a sandy-haired young man whose enor nous caval ry-styl e noustache
| ooked as disarrayed as its owner. "You! Pipsqueak! You're the idiot who tried to arrest us after
t hat business at N erkeeping!"

"Beg to report, sir, that is correct," the officer replied. "I had no idea then that you were with
Queen Augusta-princess, as she was at the tinme. But | recogni ze her now, sir, no question about
it."

The sergeant who had tried to turn the coach had been studying Mckle in growi ng amazenent. He
turned to the nmilling soldiers and roared, "Get back in ranks, you sorry lot of inbeciles' The
captain's right. | saw her when | was in the palace guard. It's the new queen, true as she stands
there."

M ckl e could not be certain of all that happened afterward; nor could the troopers thensel ves,
when they boasted of it to those who canme later. By the tine other stragglers arrived, they had
al ready naned thensel ves the G d Guard. The queen, they deci ded, belonged first and forenpst to
them no one else had quite the sane right to claimher

"You shoul d have seen it," said one of them "A chit of a girl, jawi ng back and forth with us,
cheeky as a bantam rooster. She's got a tongue in her head, too. Better than a mule driver." N

Anot her added, "The Beggar Queen, sone call her. Well, | say we could have used nore beggars |ike
her in the Col."

At the moment, M ckle was unaware of any of this. Soneone, seeing her shivering, had put a cavalry
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cl oak around her shoul ders.

When at |ast she clinbed down, the soldiers would have kept on cheering and crowdi ng around her
had not Las Bonbas pulled her into the relative quiet inside the coach. She beckoned for the
sergeant and Wtz to join her

The sergeant she pronbted to captain on the spot, telling himto choose his own under-officers and
to put his nmen into sone kind of order

"You'll be ny military adviser," she said to Las Bonbas as the fornmer sergeant clanbered out. "You
shoul d know about these things. Didn't Theo tell me you were in the Sal amanca Lancers?”

"Ah-yes, well, that was sone tinme ago,"” replied the count. "They do things differently these days.
But if you want ny advice, it's exactly what it was before: Get out in a hurry."”

"Beg to report,"” put in Wtz, "I concur with His Excellency. W can't hold agai nst the Regi ans,
not in the state we're in. The disorgani zation, not to nmention the total disregard of nmilitary
regul ations, is shocking. W nust have tine to regroup, and Your Majesty can be assured the
Regi ans won't give it to us.”

"If they won't give it to us, we'll have to take it," said Mckle. "Now, Captain Wtz-"

"Your Majesty," broke in Wtz, reddening, "in the press of circunstances, | forgot nyself. |'mno
| onger entitled to that rank. When ny comuandi ng officer surrendered, he ordered nme to do the
sanme. |-1 disobeyed. It was the first tine in nmy career that | refused to carry out an order. By
regul ation, | should be denoted, even shot.

"But, Your Majesty, really it is too bad," he blurted out, alnost in tears. "W could have stood
our ground. There was no reason to surrender. Wth all due respect for ny superiors, beg to
report, they're despicable cowards. But the regulations are quite clear. | was guilty of

i nsubordi nation, dereliction of duty. and conduct unbecom ng an officer."”

"Good for you," said Mckle. "Very well, you're not a captain. You' re now a col onel, on ny
personal staff- as soon as | have one, that is."

"But it's out of the question," Wtz protested in norose eanestness. "An officer cannot be
pronoted wi t hout approval of his commandi ng general -that would be General Erzcour, and he's a
prisoner."

"I've just changed the regulations," Mckle said. "You're a colonel and | order you to start
behaving |ike one."

Wtz gaped at her, dunbstruck that anyone, even the queen of Wstnmark, would dare take such a high
hand with nmilitary regul ations. He blushed Iike a boy, his noustache trenbled in admration

Mlitary regulations required his loyalty and obedience to his sovereign; they did not require him
to fall in love with her

But he did, then and there, without officially recognizing it; and he was to remain so for the
rest of his life.

During the next half hour, M ckle pronoted another dozen of the nost |ikely troopers and set them
in conmand of newly formed conpani es. She charged Musket with collecting what provisions her
tattered arny had brought and rationing themout fairly among all the detachnments. Still w apped
in her cavalry cloak, Wtz trotting at her heefs, she nmade her way anmpong the sol diers, inspecting
weapons, questioning, joking, until Las Bonbas pleaded with her to set off w thout further delay.
To his great relief, she finally agreed- Misket produced a dented bugle fromthe count's

par aphernalia and blared out the signal to retreat.

Col onel Wtz had nmanaged to collect a creased and dog-eared nap. M ckle pored over it while the
coach |l ed the way back toward Carlsbruch. If they could reach there in tine, Wtz ventured, they
stood sonme chance of holding it; perhaps |ong enough for sone of the nearby garrisons to join

t hem
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"What about the bridge?" Mckle asked. "The one we crossed this norning, What if we tear it down?
O bumit before the Regians get there? That should stop themfor a while."

"I have already considered that." said Wtz, who had begun scribbling nunbers on a scrap of paper
"Froma tactical viewpoint, it would be highly desirable."

"This fellow s a mlitary naniac,
doing arithmetic."

Las Bonmbas nuttered. "We're trying to save our necks; he's

"Beg to report," said Wtz, after several nonments, "l've estinmated the rate of march, applying the
factor of how long it takes one infantryman to pass a given point, the distance between oursel ves
and the Regi an advance col um-"

"Next you'll be throwing in laundry lists and phases of the moon!" cried Las Bonbas. "To the
poi nt, man!"

"I't's only routine staff work," replied Wtz, |ooking wounded, "but it nust be done, sir. It's
part of ny duties. Ah-now, according to ny calculations, it night Just be possible to cross the
bridge and destroy it before the Regians overtake us. However, beg to report, several infantry
conpanies will have to remain on the far side. There's no tine-"

"Abandon then®?" demanded M ckle. "W can't. They' Il be killed."

"Presumably."” Wtz Jotted down another row of figures. "At an expected casualty rate of-yes, here
we have it, the loss would be nearly total; but, under the circunstances, quite acceptable."

"Not acceptable,"” returned Mckle. "You find some better nunbers. Colonel. | want all ny people
across that bridge."

Scratching his head and chewi ng at his nmoustache, Wtz returned to his calculations. He was still
in the mdst of them when Misket urged Friska over the bridge. Mckle pounded on the coach roof,
signaling the dwarf to halt. Before Misket reined up, she had already flung open the door and
junped out. Las Bonbas shouted for her to come back and press on to Carl sbruch

"Wtz will take charge. This is his business, not yours."
"I'"ll go when the bridge is down," Mckle called over her shoul der, "and not before."

She ran to the head of the bridge. Las Bonbas fuming and protesting behind her. By the tine she
reached the middle of the span, the first horsenmen had begun gall opi ng across. Seeing Mckle, they
burst into cheers and one, disnounting, hoisted her into his saddle. Several of the hussars turned
their steeds and rode to her side, taking it on thenselves to formthe queen's bodyguard, which
they continued to be during all the days that followed.

Wtz, despairing of his calculations, finally threw his papers into the air and set about doing
what he had mathenatically proved inpossible. As new detachments arrived, he began issuing a spate
of orders, sending back gall opers with nmessages to the rearward conpanies. As soon as the |eading
col um of foot soldiers appeared, they were set to work hastily gathering twi gs and branches and
piling them al ong both sides of the bridge.

Musket had comandeered a saber nearly as |ong as hinself. Brandi shing this weapon, he |leaped to
the wooden railing and scuttled back and forth like a rope dancer, bellowi ng for the men to hurry.
More than the Regians at their heels, the sight of Misket and his gigantic blade spurred them
along faster still.

Even Las Bonbas, who had never ceased warning Mckle to make all haste for Carl sbruch, threw
hi nself into the work of gathering wood for kindling. H s acadenic robes were begrimed, his plunp
cheeks flushed and sweat-streaked with his unaccustonmed effort.

Wtz appeared everywhere at once As the mmin body of troops streanmed across the bridge, he posted
a musket conpany along the riverbank and another at the bridgehead. "Beg to report,"” he cried,
jubilant, "I think we might pull it off!"™ Then he dashed away again, shouting for the nmen who had
al ready crossed to nmake room for their conrades now raci ng over the span
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Soon, however, M ckle heard the crackle of nusketry fromthe woodl ands on the far side of the Al na-
The Regi ans had caught up with the end of the colunn and were harassing it sharply. By the tinme
the rear guard cane to the bridge, their attackers were already upon them The conpanies Wtz had
stationed at the riverside began firing at the gray green lines of Regian infantry, forcing them
to keep their distance and allow the Iast of Mckle's troops to disengage and retreat across the

Al rma.

Wtz, neantinme, had readied two of the baggage carts and | oaded each with kegs of gunpowder. These
he ordered run out and left in the niddle of the bridge. Misket, still perched on the railing, had
taken command of a dozen nmen with torches.

As what seened the |last of the stragglers sped over the bridge, Mckle's shout of triunph turned
to a gasp of dismay. The Regi ans/ seeing they could no | onger keep all their prey from escaping,
turned their nusketry on the remmants of a conpany that had stood their ground to cover their
conrades' retreat. The hail of bullets fromthe Regian line drove these hapl ess troops away from
the bridgehead to the far bank. There, the Regians poured volley after volley. Seeing thenselves
trapped beyond hope of rescue, some of the Westmark troops flung up their hands in surrender, only
to be shot down at the river's edge. O hers stripped off their knapsacks and were killed as they
plunged into the Alma. The current caught the bodi es and sent them spinning against the pilings of
the bridge, where the water had taken on a pinkish hue.

M ckl e broke away from her bodyguard. Disnounting, she ran to Las Bonbas and threw herself on him
sobbing like a child. "Make it stop! Make it stop!"

The count held her a monent/ then with deliberate roughness shook her by the shoul ders. "You
wanted to be a field commander? Be one' You'll see worse before you' ve done. This tinme you ve cone
of f cheaply."”

M ckl e, shocked out of her tears, tore herself fromthe count and ran to the bridge- Shouts of
alarm had risen fromthe troops there. Musket and the torchbearers, setting the brushwood alight,
had run to safety as the whole structure seened to burst into flane. But the fire had only flared,
then sank before spreading to the powder kegs. The Regi ans, withdraw ng fromwhat had appeared an
i npassabl e bl aze but was now burning too slowy, saw the chance to carry the bridge by storm

Wtz, instantly realizing what had happened/ snatched a torch and sprinted toward the nearest cart
whil e nusket bails fromthe far bank whistled around him He sped on to fling his torch into the
cart, |eaped through the flanmi ng brushwood, and vaulted the railing to plunge headl ong into the

Al ra.

Behind him the cart exploded in a burst of splinters and a shower of sparks; an instant |ater
the second cart blew apart- The bridge trenbled and | urched sideways into the water.

M ckl e scranbl ed down to the riverbank anong her infantry. There was no sign of Wtz. In another
nmonent, she glinpsed his head bob up fromthe current. Ignoring the bullets snacking into the
water on all sides of him he calmy and nethodically was swiming for shore. A dozen hands
reached to pull himout.

Hair plastered against his head, nopustache dripping and tangled with weeds, he shook hinself |ike
a water spaniel. Sighting Mckle, he brought himself to sopping attention

"Your Majesty,"” cried Wtz, as if his pronouncenent alone could make it official, "beg to report:
The bridge is down!"

Zara and Stock were the first arrivals. The onetime dressmaker, "the russet divinity" as Florian
fondly called her, had cropped her heavy auburn hair and dressed herself in the coarse clothing of
a farm |l aborer. She gave Theo only a brief greeting and a quick, appraising glance of her green
eyes, then went to find Florian

The burly poet, lingering to unsaddle their horses, punped Theo's hand. "There's great news! |
could hardly wait to tell you "

Stock was so flushed with excitenment Theo could only suppose the war had suddenly ended. Stock
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however, brushed aside any questions before Theo could ask them threw back his massive head,
thrust a hand in the breast of his jacket, and declained: "I have the honor and pleasure to
announce | have ceased to be an unpublished poet. The children of ny fancy have at |ast energed
fromthe shadows into the daylight of print."

Theo, as delighted as the poet hinmself, denmanded when it had happened and who had brought them
out .

Stock pursed his Ups and tugged at the sparse fringe above his brow. The poet was only a few
years ol der than Theo, but had al ready begun bal ding; a sore point, since Stock perceived a
mystical bond between poetry and hair, and found hinself in the contradictory position of being
abundant in one and scant in the other.

"Ah-the publisher is nyself,"” replied Stock. "That is to say. The Westmark Phoeni x, the press you
built for us in Freyborg. Zara turned out to be quite clever with it. She set up the type. | did
the heavy work."

"So you finally learned to run the press? Congratul ati ons again."

"I mean that | corrected the proofs." Stock drew out a snmall volune and pressed it into Theo's
hands. "Here, | signed this one for you. No need to read the whole thing right away. Unless, of
course, you want to."

Theo gl anced at the first few pages. "Wy, Stock, these are very fine."
"Not fine! Superb! This one-let nme show you. And this-"

From what Theo gat hered, while Stock riffled through the slender book, it was a collection of |ove
poens. \Wen he ventured to ask the object of the author's affections the poet nade an expansive
gesture.

"The Muse herself, my boy. None other! None nore worthy' Though inconstant on occasi on she may be,
I make her the hunble offering of ny total devotion. Your true poet needs no flesh-and- bl ood
model , if anything, it distracts. But speaking of devotion, a small surprise is on the way."

Zara was beckoning fromthe nmillhouse. Stock broke off and went to join her. Wthin the hour, Theo
| earned what the poet had meant. A cart rolled into the yard, and he recogni zed the driver as

Jel linek, the keeper of the Freyborg tavern, stout, red-faced, good-natured as ever, and beside
him a fair-haired girl with a mlky conplexion: Rina, the golden divinity.

"Luther told me what was afoot," said Jellinek, as Florian came out to see the unexpected arrives.
"I herewith offer ny services. You can't fight a war on an enpty stonmach- You'll need a

provi sioner, a comm ssary. | don't pronmise mracles, but I'll see that none of you starve."

"You mean you've conme to poison us all as you did in Freyborg," returned Florian, |aughing and

cl appi ng the innkeeper on the back. "W survived your cooking then, |I've no doubt we'll live
through it now. To work with you, old friend. Kopple will show you our stores, such as they are."
Florian was | ess delighted at the presence of Rina. "I counted on you staying in Freyborg. W nust

have soneone there to keep an eye on things."

"There's plenty of others," Rina protested. "I can do as well as anyone here."

"The best you can do is rum around and go home,"” said Florian. "If you're needed, | pronmise to
send for you."

The girl's blue eyes were not on Florian, but on Justin, who had cone out of the nillhouse. In
Freyborg, Theo recalled, both Zara and Ri na had been cleariy in love with Florian. Zara, he
sensed, had not changed her feelings, which he guessed to be as sharp and fierce as they had been
Now, however, Rina, the dream |y sentinental |aundress, watched only Justin.

"Let her stay," Justin urged, not unaware of Rina's gaze. "She can be with ny people. She won't be
the only woman, there should be half a dozen others.”
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"She'll have saddle sores the first hour,'
only be underfoot."

put in Zara. "Rina, you've no business here, you'l

Bef ore any squabbl e broke out, Florian raised his hand. "On further consideration, it occurs to ne
that our golden divinity may be useful. Her profession could prove an advantage."

"I"'mnot scrubbing clothes,” Rina declared- "I didn't cone for that."

"Laundry it may be, but not what you suppose,” Florian said. He notioned for themto follow him
i nside, adding to Theo, "You should sit in our council of war, too. W won't bar a future prince
You' |l get your wi sh, by the way. Luther should be with us by the end of the week. W'll know
better how things stand, and we'll get you to Marianstat one way or another. You can explain to
your queen what we intend to do."

Rel i eved at |earning he would soon be on his way, Theo found a pl ace beside Stock at the table.
Florian called themto silence. In a light, alnost bantering tone, he welconed his children, and
for a noment Theo had the inpression Florian had invited themonly to take part in some conpl ex
but anusi ng game. Quickiy, however, his manner turned nore serious. H's gray eyes studied each
face as he spoke quietly of their plans. It was not a Florian that Theo had seen before, even at
Ni er keeping. There was a new and different air of authority about himthat gripped each |istener.
If Florian had ever questioned or doubted hinself, as he had adnmitted to Theo, he showed no sign
of it. Even Stock, notorious for his constant and exuberant interruptions, kept silent.

As Theo expected, Florian was to be commander-inchief, with Zara his second-in-comand. They, with
Jel linek, would leave the mll and travel west in the direction of Belvitsa, where Florian would
make his headquarters, putting hinself in touch with his own people and the Westmark detachnents
in that region.

"Luther is on his way back fromthere,"” said Florian. "He should bring good news. Wth luck, we'll
be nore than irregulars; we nmay have a whole army of our own.

"Luther will be our eyes and ears,"” Florian went on. "W've already agreed that he's to keep us
abreast of one another's doings. You |l very likely see nore of himthan of me; but his orders are
to be followed as if they were mne."

This last was directed to Justin, who was to lead his troop into the Domitians, on the south bank
of the Carla. "The Regians will be advancing," said Florian. "Let them The farther they go, the
nore their supply lines will stretch thin. Attack them harry them nip their Hanks, give themno
rest- You're to fight no pitched battles, though. If you do, they'Il cut you to pieces. You're a
wol f pack, not a reginment of dragoons-"

Justin nodded agreenent, though he appeared di sappointed. Florian naned Stock as Justin's second-
i n-command, then turned his attention to Rina

"The weapons of our golden divinity will be soap and washboard. But in a special way. She wl]l
offer to work for the Regians, in the occupied villages nearest to where Justin is operating. She
must watch and listen, and learn all she can of our eneny's plans and strength. Who would think of
di strusting a |l aundress, above all such a charnming one? I count on her cleverness to find neans of
sendi ng out word."

Ri na beaned and bl ushed, enchanted to be useful to justin. Having finished his business and
promi sing to speak again later with each of them Florian ended the council. "Now, " he declared,
"I trust jellinek is putting up a farewell feast. Next time we are all together, it will be a

vi ctory banquet."

Stock junped to his feet. "Wat about our names? W nust each have a nom de guerre."

"There speaks the romantic poet," said Florian. "Call yourself what you please, ny valiant
versifier, as long as you do your work- For the rest of us-"

"Stock, for once, nmight have a sensible idea," put in Zara. "It mght be wiser if our real nanmes
weren't known."
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Fl orian thought for a nonment. "There's something to be said for it, at that. Very well, | |eave
the choice to our poet."

"To begin," said Stock, "I offer Florian the noblest of falcons: Peregrine." He bowed to Zara.
"And to our russet divinity, the dauntless dragon: Firedrake.

"For Luther, what nore fitting than the bird of wi sdom and bearer of tidings to the gods
t hensel ves? Raven.

"Qur laundress can surely be nothing but Lapwing, the bird that feigns injury to mslead its
eneni es.

"To Justin, | propose the fierce butcher-bird: Shrike. And for nyself, | claimthe | egendary
creature that rises fromits own ashes-and which al so happens to be the ensign under which ny
poens are available to an eager public: Phoenix."

St ock, having gone red in the face as a consequence of his oration, sat down | ooking vastly

pl eased with hinsel f- H's conpani ons cheered and cl apped their hands, rem nding Theo nore of their
boi sterous gatherings in Jellinek's tavern than a solem council of war. He also felt left out, as
he did in those days when he longed to be called one of Florian's children. Now, though he told
hinself it was foolish, he admtted he woul d have been better pleased if Stock had included him
He insisted it made no difference. He could not deny that it did.

He saw little of Florian during the next few days. Luther still had not cone back. G ven no
duties, Theo consoled hinself with his sketches, gaining the admration of Stock, who came from
time to time to | ook over his shoulder. Although the poet gave pride of place to his own nuse,
judging all others beneath her, he granted Theo a certain talent; Theo's praise of his poens, in
addition, did not nake Stock unkindly disposed toward a fellow artist.

Justin, promsing a dozen nmen and nounts, proved better than his word. Before the week was out,
nearly twi ce the nunber had arrived at Kopple's mill. Jellinek was hard pressed to feed them all
and Koppl e unable to shelter so many. The newconers made canp in the fringe of woods near the
stream

Sone Theo recognized as forner students from Freyborg; others were hardly nore than boys who,
clearly, had never handled a firearmin their lives. All were devoted to Justin. Theo could read
it intheir faces as Justin, who spent nost of his tine in the canp, wal ked anong them calling
each by name, showi ng one how to | oad a nusket, another how to attack with a saber. He brightened
at each new arrival; as his troop increased, including three or Four young wonen, he grew al nost
radiant. Theo tried to sketch him w thout success.

"You' re seeing himas our old friend Justin," declared Stock- "You'll never catch himthat way.
You nust see himnow as sonething quite different, say a young Jove-if you can inmgi ne Jove ever
bei ng young, but you take ny neaning. O perhaps Phoebus Apollo would be closer to it."

Al t hough Stock had been naned second-in-conmand, Justin relied nore often on one of the ol der nen
of his conpany, a lanky trooper with a wi de, snaggletoothed grin in a face covered with a stubble
of beard. His long arnms and sl opi ng shoul ders had won himthe affectionate nicknane of the Monkey,
whi ch he took good-naturedly and with a neasure of pride. As ninmble and shrewd as his nanesake,
with a store of jokes and conical songs, the Mdnkey had becone the conpany favorite. By wordless
agreement, he undertook the training of the new arrivals, with a conbination of browbeating and
cajolery, half clown, half drill master

Not hi ng was beyond the Mnkey's skill. He could nend harness |eathers, take apart a musket, sew as
wel|l as a seanstress, and cook better than Jellinek. At saber practice, which he organized to keep
hi s conrades occupi ed, he was a strong opponent.

During one such exercise, when for once he was getting the worst of it, he gave ground, stunbled,
and dropped the point of his blade. H s young adversary, afraid the Monkey had hurt hinself, drew
back and | owered his guard. The Monkey scuttled forward, sw nging his blade up in a backhanded
stroke.

The trooper was suddenly asprawl on the turf, with the Mnkey's boot on his saber arm and the
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Monkey's point at his throat. Chuckling, the Mnkey hel ped the bew | dered boy to his feet.

"Adirty trick," said Stock. "He didn't learn that in a fencing acadeny. That fellow s done sone
soldiering. Cavalry, 1'd guess, fromthat pigeon-toed walk of his."

"What's a regul ar doing here?" asked Theo.
The poet shrugged. "Who cares? He's a gem Justin's lucky to have him™"

Wth Florian and Zara caught up in their own preparations, and Luther still absent, Theo spent
more of his time in the canp. If Justin's conpany had any inkling who he was, it nmade no
difference to them Justin, too, welcomed Theo and was delighted for himto see how t hey had

i mproved. They woul d be ready to | eave by the next day.

"Marvel ous, aren't they?" he said to Theo. "I'd trust any one of themwth ny life. The best part
is that they're here because they want to be. They're not conscripts in sone royal armny, being
flogged into battle. They'Il fight for what they believe in: for justice, brotherhood, a decent
life. That's your true nobility: the people, not your perfuned aristocrats.”

"A company of knights and paladins!" cried Stock. "I'll conpose an epic for you."

"Don't joke about it. Stock," returned Justin. He | ooked at Theo. "You believe in the sane things

Fl orian knows that; so do |I. But | understand why you'd rather be in Marianstat. None of us thinks
any the less of you for it- You'll help us in your own way. You're quite right, you'll be safer
there."

"I never said anything about ny safety." Theo reddened. Justin had spoken w thout malice, but his
wor ds had stung.

"I don't nean that | hold it against you," Justin went on. "W can only do our best, whatever it

may be. Your work is very likely as inportant as ours. and suits you better- | can't say | envy
you. |I'd find court |ife despicable- But that's the difference between us, isn't it?"
Justin put out his hand. "I'lIl say farewell to you now, in case | don't see you tonmorrow. We'll| be

| eaving early."

"Farewel | -" The idea had been in his mnd for days. Until now, he had put it aside with a dozen
reasons why it was out of the question. H's reasons suddenly lost their force. As a printer's
devil, he had lived out his life through books- Yet part of himhad been unsatisfied and restl ess;

that part had been larger than he had imagi ned. He had taken up with Las Bonbas for the adventure
of it, he could not deny that. The count's purposes had been rather |ess than noble, and Theo had
quit him Florian's cause was not only noble, but one Theo believed in and longed to be a part of.

Al that held himback was his |ove for Mckle. Many of Jusrin's people had left their

sweet hearts, loving themno |ess. That he should turn fromdoing as nuch struck himas selfish,
even contenptible. Mckle did not need himas nuch as he needed her. He had not proved hinself as
his own man, and if he went to her now he would never know if he was worthy of her

Justin had turned away. Theo called after him "Wit-suppose | wanted to go with you?"

Justin smled and shook his head. "I'm surprised you ask. it's hardly your kind of work.” His
viol et eyes narrowed as he studied Theo for a long nonent. His scar seened to darken and nove with
alife of its own. "You should know that by now. Especially after N erkeeping."

Theo felt as if he had been struck. Justin suddenly broke into his boyish grin. "It's not that |
woul dn't be glad to have you along. | just don't see what help you'd be."
"Theo's clever with a pencil,"” Stock put in. "He could turn his hand to maprmaeki ng. And a few

| essons fromthe adm rabl e Monkey shoul d make hima scout for us. There's plenty for himto do."

"That mght well be," said Justin. "Yes, Stock, |1'd be glad for extra hands. It's up to Florian
though. He's the one to decide.”

"He's your commander, not mne," said Theo. "My decisions are ny own."
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He I eft the canp and went back to the house. Florian, too busy to give himnore than a nonent's
hearing, dism ssed the idea out of hand. "I want you in Marianstat. | won't have you risking your
neck in what doesn't concern you."

Still hoping he could change Florian's m nd, Theo resolved to talk with himagain. Wen Stock saw
the frown on Theo's face, the poet easily guessed what had happened.

"I"'msorry," said Stock- "If | had ny way, you'd be with us. Justin feels the sanme. But I'mafraid
it's too late, in any case. Justin's decided not to wait until tonorrow. W're to pack up and
| eave now. Sone of his people have already started; they'|ll set Rina on her way. The rest of us

had better stir ourselves. Oherw se, our young Apollo will be highly displeased."

Florian and Zara canme to take only brief |eave of Justin and his conpany and returned to their own
wor k. The canp was suddenly enpty, with hardly a sign it had ever been occupied. Theo did not go
back to the house, but stayed al one even after -the last of the riders had di sappeared.

When, finally, he turned away, he heard a rustling through the undergrowh. The Mnkey had ri dden
up, |eading one of the renounts-

The Monkey gestured at the enpty-saddled horse. "Fromthe captain. He said to tell you he'd never
keep anyone from a second chance- He said you'd know. "

"Does he nean-?"

The Monkey gave hima lopsided wink. "That's all. She's a good beast. Wat you do-well, that's
your business, isn't it?"

Theo gl anced back toward the house. The sketchbook and remains of his journal were there. The
Monkey had already turned his nount and started through the woods. Theo called after himto wait.
The Monkey did not halt.

Theo ran to the mare and swung into the saddl e.
PART 11
THE MONKEY

Weasel sat cross-legged on the nmof the fountain. He was usually delighted to spend afternoons in
Great Augusti ne Square observing the passing cromd. At the nonent, however, he was in a
refl ective, philosophical frame of m nd.

"Sparrow,” he said, "l've been wondering."

The girl beside himkicked her bare heel s agai nst the stones. Like her younger brother, she wore a
shapel ess garnment of sacking. Her legs we;-e long and spindly, her knees like a pair of clenched
fists. She did not answer, her attention engaged by a street accident between a coach and a

peddl er's cart. Seeing no fatalities or noteworthy injuries, she finally lost interest and turned
her pointed, foxy face to Wasel, giving himthe superior, indulgent |ook of one too know edgeabl e
to wonder about anyt hi ng.

Weasel pursued his speculation. "What do you want to be when you grow up?"
"I'"'mgrown up now."

"Are not," said Weasel. "You hardly got your bosons."

Sparrow tossed her head. "That's all you know "

"I know what | want to be." Wasel hesitated, bashful at revealing his life's goal even to his
sister. H s dream neverthel ess, was too grand to keep to hinself. Hi s eyes fixed on sone distant,
invisible star, his voice was hushed by the awesoneness of his anbition. "If | worked hard,
Sparrow, if | truly studied at it, | know !l could do it. | could be a thief."
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"You?" Sparrow snorted. That Wasel should fancy hinself worthy of entering the exalted conpany of
thi eves was overweening pride that required correction. She considered smacki ng him |nstead, she
expressed her doubt by a |oud blast through her pursed I|ips.

"I"'mbetter than you think," retorted Weasel, indignant at having exposed his gol den secret to
sisterly scorn. "You don't knowit. but |I've been practicing. I'll be a fine thief."

"Begging's the trade for you," said Sparrow in a practical tone, hoping to make hi msee reason
"You'd do well at it, especially if you don't grow any nore."

Weasel pushed out his lower |lip. He | ooked on the verge of tears. Sparrow, fearing she m ght have
been a little harsh, tried to console him "You'd like it, once you |learned. |I'm not saying you'd
mat ch the cripples and peg | egs-though there's always hope for you. But you could nanage wth
sores and scabs. Really, it's alnpst as good as thieving."

"No." Weasel puffed out his chest; the inflation nmade no visible difference to his birdcage of
ribs. "I'mclever enough to be a thief right now Even a pickpocket."

Thi s added audacity nade Sparrow gasp. Wthin the high calling of thievery, she revered
pi ckpockets as the uppernopst nobility.

"You wat ch." Weasel unfolded hinself and slid fromhis perch. He strode toward the acci dent, where
the carter and the coachman still argued. The prosperous- |ooking occupant of the coach had
stepped out to exam ne his vehicle for damage.

Sparrow, exasperated, started after her brother. Wasel slipped through the onl ookers and was
jostling closer to the ower of the coach. Wasel, Sparrow adm tted, showed natural skill. Even
her sharp eyes could not catch the novenent of his hand toward the gentlenman's wai stcoat.

Weasel , however, was not quite as expert as he had boasted- At the | ast nonment, he funbled, and
hi s hand cane back enpty. Realizing his failure, he tried to dart away. H's intended victimnoved
faster- He seized Weasel by the arm shook himfuriously, and began shouting for a constable.

Sparrow, seeing that the struggling Weasel could not pull free, flung herself on her brother's
captor and set about kicking himin the shins- Tough though they were. Sparrow s bare toes
produced little effect agai nst her opponent's boots. She, too, was gripped and hel d.

Two constables had arrived. Hearing enough of the gentleman's account to | earn on which side
justice 'ay, they collared both urchins and, not without difficulty, hauled themthrough the
crowd.

"Keller' Keller!" Sparrow had glinpsed a faniliar face anong the bystanders.

The man to whom Sparrow so desperately appeal ed was youngi sh, with a full crop of tousled chestnut
hai r.

Hi s usual expression was one of ironic anusenent, but at sight of the prisoners he blinked in
happy surprise and hurried to Sparrow s side.

The constables, |like the rest of the onl ookers, recognized himinmediately. Keller was known al
over Marianstat as the publisher of the comic journal. AOd Kasperf. His presence was greeted with
cheers and boi sterous |aughter, and a nunber of shouted comments that were nore affectionate than
polite.

VWhen Kel |l er demanded the facts of the matter, so many voices chined in that the Journalist held
his head with one hand and waved themto silence with the other

"I'"ve heard all | need," Keller announced. "The case is clear, open and shut." He gestured toward
the owner of the coach, whose scow did not place himanong A d Kaspert's devoted readers. "Quite
obvi ously, on the very face of it, this suspicious-looking fellow has attenpted to assault and rob
two upstandi ng young citizens, and our brave constables are protecting themfromfurther

onsl aught. Shame on you, sir! |If you nust commt felonies, choose sonmeone your own size. Really,
sir, you crimnals are starting to behave |like the aristocracy."
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"Dam you and your tonfoolery,” the man retorted. "One tried to pick my pocket. The other attacked
me. These officers will do their duty, and no nore of your stupid nonsense.”

"Do you nmean |'ve got it wong way round?" Keller feigned bewi lderment. "My dear sir, forgive ne.
I msunderstood- Wait-1 have it now. They were the ones who robbed and attacked you?

"But this is all very puzzling," Keller went on. "Fromthe way this young | ady is hopping on one
leg, | conclude that her toe sustained nore danmage than your boot. | call that assault by deadly
footwear, with intent to bunion; a grave offense. Now, as to | oss of property- Wat, there was
none? Then | suggest, sir, you have caused this diligent young gentleman to waste his tinme. And
time, you nust agree, is extrenely valuable. I"'mafraid this deplorable affair will cost you dear
| urge you to drop the whol e business."

Appl ause fromthe onl ookers convinced the would be plaintiff that while he m ght have the | aw on
his side, he could not say as nuch for the crowd. Even the constabl es chuckl ed and nudged each
other. He notioned angrily for themto unhand their prisoners. "Go to the devil, the ot of you."

"I, for one, nost assuredly will," replied Keller

Taki ng Sparrow and Wasel in tow, the Journalist led themacross the square. "Water rats, |I'mglad
to see you. But why did you | eave your fens and marshes? Marianstat, | admt, is sonething of a
swanp, but not such an agreeabl e one.”

"W live here now," said Sparrow.
"Ah? And where, pray tell, is your town residence? Chateau Underbridge?"

"Never heard of it," said Wasel. "W sleep in doorways. Not as good as our hut. But Sparrow
wanted to | eave. There used to be all sorts of good things we could fish out of the river, but our
pi ckings started getting thin."

"Times are bad everywhere," said Keller. "Even for scavengers."

"Besi des," added Wasel, "later there was constabl es and sol di ers poking around. They even cane in
boats. It was all we could do to keep out of their way."

"Too bad," said Keller. "They were | ooking for you."
"Why?" Sparrow asked. "Wat did we do wong?"

"Not hing. You did right," said Keller. "You generously offered ne hospitality when | had certain
difficulties of my own with the law. W wanted to find you and properly reward you-J and t hat
ot her gentleman you rescued.”

"Who, the white-haired old buffer? The one floating in the river with his armcut up?"

Kel | er nodded. "The white-haired old buffer, as you so aptly describe him is alive and well,
thanks to you. He has a new trade- He is none other than the queen's chief nminister."”

Sparrow was uni npressed. "Wat's the reward?”
"Do we get noney?" Weasel chined in.

"I'n the case of high state officials,"” Keller said, "a reward nore commonly takes the form of
sincere thanks. Sonetinmes a gold watch- For nmy part, | intend to give you sonething better than
mere cash. | propose to offer you a life."

"Got one," said Wasel
"This will be brand-new. |'ve been thinking a great deal about you two since we parted.”

Sparrow perked up- No one, to her recollection, had ever admitted thinking about her. She | ooked
at the journalist with new interest.
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"You shall lodge with ne," said Keller. "You shall be fed and clothed. | need a couple extra pairs
of feet. You shall run the occasional errand and otherw se nake yoursel ves useful. As you
scavenged the river, you shall learn to scavenge the town: for scraps of news, rags of hunorous

i nci dents, shreds of gossip, and all such fascinating rubbish

"I'n the course of tine, if you prove sufficiently inpudent, enterprising, inquisitive, and
general |y di sreputabl e-and you are well on the way-you yoursel ves mni ght becone scriveners."

"lIs that as good as a thief?" asked Wasel

"Better," said Keller. "It's thievery of the highest degree. W steal people's lives, thoughts,
feelings, and sell them Sonme of us even steal each other's ideas, but that's rather frowned on;
we try to maintain a sort of honor."

Weasel's face lit up. "I like that."
"And you, ny dear young lady? |Is that what you might want to be?"
Sparrow t hought for a monent. "What | nostly want to be is warm But | guess scrivening will do."

Kel I er occupi ed apartnments above the offices of Od Kasperi, and it was there he brought his new
col | eagues, putting themfirst in the hands of Madam Bertha, his |ong-suffering housekeeper. The
good wonman was predictably aghast at the journalist's latest and, in her opinion, greatest folly.
She ticked off on her fingers the disasters sure to follow. She had reached only eight of them

i ncludi ng arson and assassi nati on, when Keller interrupted.

"Don't forget the worst. | intend teaching themto read and wite. The consequences will surely
prove horrendous.”

Madam Bert ha suggested that if Keller applied in his personal life half the good sense he put into
his journal, he would be better off.

"Ah, nmy dear Madam Bertha," said Keller, "that's the way of it, don't you see? | only wite Ad
Kasperi, | never read it."

Maki ng a show of aggravation and di sapproval, grunbling that Keller would bring about the ruin of
themall, and thereby trying to conceal her fondness for the journalist, the old wonan herded the
protesting Sparrow and Wasel off to be scrubbed and put into what clean clothing she could find.

Kel l er, neantine, went down to his office and sent the printer's devil with a note to Dr. Torrens
advi sing that their benefactors had been discovered at last. The journalist and the physician had
grown to be friends since their suffering at the hands of Cabbarus; Keller was a regular visitor
at the Juliana Palace. Only recently, Torrens had confided that the queen had gone off on a nadcap
search for Theo. He trusted the journalist not to reveal this. Keller, though di smayed at keeping
such astounding news out of his journal, reluctantly agreed when Torrens remn nded hi mhe was
speaking to himprivately as a friend. The chief mnister's purpose had been to enlist Keller's
help in tracing the queen. To this Keller also agreed, but his efforts had so far been
unsuccessf ul

On that sanme afternoon, word of the invasion reached Marianstat, and the news that Queen Augusta
had taken personal command of the army. The Mananstatters had poured into the streets, not in
alarmbut in celebration. A mnor engagenent at an obscure bridge was already being hailed as the
Victory of Alma, setting the populace in joyful frenzy. The insol ent Regi ans had been taught a
sharp |l esson, the valiant troops of Westnmark and their queen would soon send the villains packing.

Kel l er stood in his doorway, observing the throng. He was, apparently, the only one who had taken
pains to consult a map. It did not need a field marshal to see that if the Regians ever forced a
crossing, if they advanced in any kind of strength, they woul d be a dagger pointed at the capital
itself. He snelled a disaster in the making.

"My poor fools," Keller murmured, as the happy crowd swirled past. "My poor dear fools."

Sone of the revelers called himto join them Keller turned away.
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H s business was to point out folly, not drown in it.

Under the circunmstances, Keller did not expect to hear from Torrens, the chief ninister having
more on his mind than a pair of water rats. The journalist was, therefore, surprised when only a
few days | ater he and his charges were sumoned to the Juliana, and a royal carriage arrived to
carry themthere.

Sparrow and Wasel hardly batted an eye at their visit to a palace, looking on it sinply as a
house bi gger and better furnished but draftier than their hut on the riverbank. They were nore
than happy to see the whitehaired old buffer again, but |ess than grateful for the gold watches he
presented to them Queen Caroline herself received the water rats in her apartnments and nmade nuch
of them as if the presence of children consoled her for the absence of her daughter. She had cups
of chocol ate brought for the pair, which endeared her to Sparrow and Weasel forever.

Torrens, meanwhile, talked apart with the journalist behind the closed doors of the nministeria
of fices. The physician | ooked haggard. The defection of many field officers had left the arny in
di sarray, and he had ordered the formation of local nmilitias. He agreed with Keller. The ki ngdom
stood in greater danger than even the cabinet ninisters realized.

"To make matters worse," Torrens said, "Queen Augusta has very unw sely put herself in the thick
of it; exactly where, | do not yet know. It was pointless of her to run off as she did. An
unsi gned note has cone into nmy hands, clainmng Theo is safe. If only she had waited-"

"And yet," said Keller, "it may be for the best. She's becone the darling of the Marianstatters."”

"For how long, if things go badly? Aside fromthat, this cane to ny attention sone days ago. In
the normal course. | would have thrown it out. Now | cannot ignore it. If this is circulated and
believed, it may do irreparable harm"”

He handed the journalist a panphlet, badly printed on coarse paper. "l disregard the persona
attack on nme. | have been attacked before. This vicious slander strikes at Queen Caroline, at
Queen Augusta, at the future prince consort- | have never seen anything as foul and contenptible

as this offal. The insinuations, the barefaced Iies-"

Kel l er glanced at the text. "I give the author credit for a colorful imagination."

"It is despicable trash," said Torrens. "Wrse, appearing now of all times."

"Despicable,” said Keller, "but only trash; low journalismthat stops short of high treason."

"But no | ess dangerous. W have | earned the nane of the scribbler who wote it and the printer who
published it. The mnister of justice has drawn up warrants for their arrest. Here, too, is a
decree forbidding publication of offensive material. And, for the protection of honest witers,
licenses will henceforth be required, and granted only after careful investigation. The papers
await ny signature of approval."

"Whi ch, of course, you won't give," said Keller. "How can you? My dear Torrens, you and | have
often tal ked about these things. You yourself have said the press nust not be nuzzled. | can't
i magi ne you'd even consider it."

"I must consider it now," replied Torrens. "Desperate conditions require desperate remedies.”
"Even to followi ng the exanple of your predecessor?"

"Cabbarus forbade the truth," Torrens answered. "I would forbid only lies."

"To ny know edge," said Keller, "no one in the history of the world has managed that."

"This will not hinder any decent, reasonable journalist," Torrens went on. "On the contrary, it

woul d all ow nore freedom'

"Al'l ow nore by taking some away?" put in Keller.
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"My dear friend, you know that one thing |eads to another. You may well end by censoring cookbooks
for giving indigestion. Suppose, one day. A d Kasperi in all good consci ence mi ght make certain
coments found to be, shall we say, |ess than anusi ng?"

"You have answered your own question. That nakes the difference: in good conscience."

"I didn't know you had the gift of reading a man's | conscience," Keller said. "My profoundest
admiration." Their talk grew nore heated until Keller, who had al ways prided hinmself on keeping an
anused detachnment, found his own tenper starting to fray, though it was clear to him Torrens was
speaki ng nore in angui sh than anger- The journalist thought it best to end the conversation before
it turned into a quarrel

"I've been delighted to give ny opinion," said Keller, "if not ny agreenent."
Torrens did not answer. Keller said no nore, but collected his water rats and took his | eave.

After the journalist had gone, Torrens sat down at his desk and put his head in his hands. He
preferred the practice of nmedicine to the practice of statecraft. He had accepted his position
with greatest reluctance. He understood the ills of the body and their cures. Statesmanship, he
thought bitterly, was a disease without a cure, and he had been afflicted with it, for the sake of
t he ki ngdom

He signed the papers.

Justin's conpany had made canp for the night when Theo and the Monkey caught up with them Justin
did not appear surprised at Theo's arrival, seenming to take it for granted. Wen Theo tried to
thank himfor sending the mare, Justin shook his head as if he had forgotten about it. He told
Theo to settle hinself where he pleased; the Monkey woul d see to bl ankets and what ever gear he
needed. Theo found a place near the horse lines. Stock joined himsoon after-

"1 imagi ned you'd be along," said the poet, who had saved a share of his evening ration. "Decent
of Justin, wasn't it? But you ought to know |I'mthe one who thought of the horse."

Theo gratefully munched the heel of black bread. The sky was brighter than he had ever seen it,
and the night alnmost warm The woods gave off an overpowering snell of npist earth and nol dering
| eaves. He did not speculate on what Florian would do after realizing he was gone, he was too
satisfied by his own decision

Stock lay at ease on the turf, hands under his head, one | eg cocked over his bent knee- "The Mise,

I am happy to report, has favored nme with a visit. | have it all in nmy head, it's only a question
of setting it down when | have the chance. Justin's kept us on the go today- He's very keen-as we
all are. He thought | was joking about knights and paladins. | wasn't. There's a spirit. You'l

catch it once you're here awhile. Everyone's behaved wonderfully; the wonen have set us all an
exanpl e."

The poet sat up and | eaned on an el bow "Did you ever wonder if things could have been different?
How rmuch of it's accident? | nean, if you hadn't happened to run into Queen Augusta when you did-
Is it true she was goi ng about in rags, w thout any notion who she was? Renarkabl e.

"And the business about Cabbarus. The word is you actually had the rascal's life in your hands;
you kept himfromtunbling off a tower and cracking his skull."

"I't was sonething |ike that."

St ock | aughed. "Then, ny | ad, you have much to answer for- Justin thinks, and | agree with him
that Cabbarus nust have a finger in this Regian thing. What if you'd let himdrop? Do you think
any of the rest would have happened? Wuld we be here now? You might say it's all your doing."

"I don't know," said Theo- "Sonetimes | wonder the sanme thing, and if | did right. One way or
anot her, | suppose |'mto blane."

"Or to thank. |nagine what an experience this will be. For ne, at any rate. How am| to be a poet
if I don't see a fewthings for nyself? How are you to be an artist?"
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"l doubt that I will."

"Ah-that's right- You'll be a prince. | forgot. It's not likely one can do both- Then again, why
not?" Stock clinmbed to his feet. "I'moff to inspect the guard posts. You'll have a rum we all
do. There's probably not a Regian within mles. The Monkey guesses they're all on the south bank
of the Carla. Still, we nust take care."”

St ock di sappeared into the underbrush. Theo w shed the poet had said nothing of Mckle. He had
been trying not to think of that part of his |life and, until then, had done well enough. By the
time he was able to dose his eyes, it was dawn. The Monkey was al ready up and rousi ng the conpany.

The next days were dazzling blue and sun-dappled. Justin was naking his way generally eastward but
gradual |y bearing toward the Carla River. He set his riders a good pace to nmake up for the heavily
overgrown stretches that forced all to dismunt and wal k their horses. The Monkey brought up the
rear, urging on anyone who showed signs of straggling.

If Theo had sensed any cool ness when he joined the troop, it had vanished. He was even invited to
the nmeetings Justin held at the beginning and end of each day with Stock, the Mnkey, two of the
Freyborg students, and a dark-haired girl naned Rosana. These were Justin's staff officers and, as
Theo realized, his closest and npst devoted conrades. Theo was flattered, though Justin never
asked his opinion or gave himany duties.

Theo had begun to suppose that he was not seriously counted part of the conpany. One day, however,
after they had borne south for a distance, Justin ordered Theo and the Mnkey to scout ahead and
map |ikely fording places across the Carla. A sinple task, but it nmade Theo feel that Justin had
best owed some priceless gift. Despite his misgivings and questions of ill will between them Theo
was eager for Justin's approval. O, at least, his forgiveness.

Wth the Monkey's hel p, he reached the Carla before m dday. They found several fording places. The
Monkey, flat on his belly behind a screen of brush, squinted through a spyglass and poi nted out
the best. Theo set about drawing a detailed map. He admired and envied the Mnkey's skill as a
scout; the Monkey, in turn, was inpressed by Theo's ability as a mapmaker. By the tine they
returned to canp, they had struck up an easygoi ng conradeshi p.

Justin was sitting under a tree. Stock and his other officers around him Theo hurried to report
hi s success. Another man squatted beside Justin. It was Luther

"The wi se Raven has flown to us with great tidings-" began Stock, but left off at a glance from
Justin. The gray-haired man was | ooking at Theo with the expression of a professor who has caught
a favorite student in a dangerous prank.

"Lut her has splendid news for us," Justin said. "You'll be especially interested."

Lut her repeated what he had told the others: that Queen Augusta had taken command of troops at the
Al ma. How she had cone to be there in the first place he had no idea. Her troops had very sensibly
fallen back to Carisbruch. Luther had not seen her, but intended making his way there with
nmessages from Fl ori an.

Theo, |istening anazed, nearly forgot the nap. He hastily put it in Justin's hands. Luther
noti oned him apart.

"I won't say if you're a fool or not." Luther stopped a few paces fromJustin and the others, who
were poring over Theo's work. "If 1'd reached the nmill a day sooner- Florian, by the way, isn't
very pleased at what you' ve done."

"l don't see it's any of his concern.”

"He does. I'mto bring you to Carisbruch. Wat's the frowm? That shoul d nake you happy, since your
girl's there.”

"Yes, |'d have wanted-but not now Luther, don't you see | can't? Yes, | want to be with Mckle
That's not the point. | can't let that make any difference. Justin did a fine thing, letting ne
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join-"

"Florian isn't overjoyed about that, either." broke in Luther. "Justin can manage w t hout you."

"That's still not the point. Don't you understand? For once, |'m doing sonething worthwhile,
sonmething | believe in. Really doing, not just talking about it. If |I go to Carisbruch, what then?
To be on a staff of sone and? Do you think Mckle's officers would give ne any real work to do?
I'd be no more than the prince consort. Not even that. Only the future prince consort."

"That's for you to settle,” said Luther. "Pack up, lad.”

"No. If Mckle were in ny place, she'd do the sane.

| don't care if Florian's unhappy, |'mnot one of his people. He can't order ne."
" "But | can order Justin to send you away."

Theo | ooked squarely at him "You won't, though- if you were going to, you'd have done it already.
You know I"mright to stay."

If you're the only one who knows that."

"When you're in Carisbruch, will you give Mckle a car? I'lIl wite it now, you'll have it before
you go."
"No letters,"” Luther said. "I want no papers on ne if | have the bad luck to be captured. But |'lI

pass al ong a nessage.”

"Say that you' ve seen nme and explain why |'m here.

She' |l understand. Say | |ove her. As she knows."

Lut her nodded- "Good-bye, then. | expect I'Il be back. one day or another."”
"I never thanked you for saving ny life."

"No need. See that you hang on to it."

That night, after Luther had gone, they forded the Carla. Justin, taking advantage of the

dar kness, pressed on without a halt into the wide belt of woodl and skirting the Domitians. By
nor ni ng, they had made canp in the towering shadow of the Hongard. Much to the relief of Stock
who had been thoroughly soaked during the crossing, Justin ordered a rest. Theo had hardly
stretched out when, to his surprise, Justin called all officers to him

The Monkey and a few others, who had followed |ater as a rear guard, had galloped into the
clearing. They had sighted Regians a little way downriver

"I't's only a quartermaster conpany." The Monkey spat through his teeth. "Cooks and clerks. A
handful of infantry for escort-old crocks, nostly, who should have been mustered out |ong ago.

They' ve got sone nice cartloads of stores: grain, fodder, sone rations for Mull, 1I'd guess."
Justin was delighted at the news, but added, "W can still rest a bit. If they're follow ng the
road, we'll catch themup easily enough.™

"I don't think so. Captain," said the Monkey. "As | see it, they're trying to join a colum that's
out marched them W don't know who's following them either. If you ve any mind to gobble them
you do it now "

"Hay and oats?" put in Stock. "Not nmuch of a prize."

"Ah, but there is," the Mnkey said. "Powder and shot, too. And the best for last. They've got a
light fieldpiece, a trimlittle popgun for one of their nountain batteries."

"Cannon?" Justin sprang to his feet, eyes alight.
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The Monkey grinned enornously. "Yours for the taking."
"We' Il have it, then," cried Justin, clapping his hands. "W'Il|l have it, and everything el se."

As word of the planned attack ran through the canp, the conpany suddenly forgot their weariness.
There was feverish haste to nake ready. Theo's face tingled. Stock was grinning and chuckling to
hinself. The tired horses turned frisky, whinnying and curvetting as Justin signaled the riders to
nove out.

Justin had given his orders quickly and clearly. As the conpany bore closer to the road, they
divided into three groups: the first two, led by Justin and the Mnkey, would | aunch the attack
The third, under Stock's command, would hold back until the engagenent had well begun, then gallop
in to seize the supplies. Justin and the Monkey woul d deal with the cannon. The action was to take
place with all speed, the conpany doing its work and w t hdrawi ng before the Regians could regain

t hei r bal ance.

Theo had been ordered to Stock's party. The poet, grunbling that he was to be no nore than a
teanmster and ration handler, could hardly curb his horse, let alone his inpatience, while the
others pressed on. Theo's heart pounded, he felt giddy It seemed he had been waiting, frozen in
his saddl e, for hours. Neverthel ess, when the firing began, it cane as a shock. He startled and
gal | oped after Stock, who had plunged ahead.

Wt hout remenbering how he got there, Theo found hinmselt scranbling through billows of snoke.
Justin's and the Monkey's riders had taken the conmpany in the mdst of preparing their nidday
meal . Two tall cook pots had been overturned; their contents, what |ooked |ike a gray stew,
spill ed across the ground- The ness sergeant, who vaguely reni nded Theo of Jellinek, an apron
around his belly, was shouting and waving his arns, a |ook of utter bew ldernent on his red face

Soneone had untethered the packhorses. Theo seized the first sack of provisions he saw and haul ed
it to the troopers hastily loading the aninmals. Two of the carts had been set on fire. The Regi an
i nfantrymen, tunics unbuttoned, barely had tinme to snatch their nuskets. O Justin's party, those
still mounted were plunging their horses amid the terrified foot soldiers. Theo, drenched with
sweat, had | ost sight of Stock but glinpsed Justin and the Mnkey at the cannon

It was bigger than Theo had i nmagi ned fromthe Mnkey's offhanded description, with a black iron
barrel and heavy breech. It was hooked to a Iight, highwheeled |inmber. Sone of Justin's people
were straining to swing it around and drag it dear.

St ock suddenly reappeared, yelling for Theo to give a hand with a powder keg. Wen he gl anced
back, Theo saw that the cook, puffing and gasping, and half a dozen of his quarternaster conrades
had been pressed into hauling away their own gun. Wth the Mnkey flailing at themwith the flat
of his saber, the Regians had been obliged to seize the shaft of the linber and do the work of the
horses, which were now | oaded with bundl es of stores.

St ock, remounted, baw ed for Theo. The burdened pack aninals had started up the slope into the
woodl and. Theo kicked his heels into the mare's Hanks. His eyes smarted with the snoke fromthe
burning carts, the reek of gunpowder dung to himeven after Stock's party had left the Regian
conpany far behi nd.

The poet, in his flush of exuberance at the success of their first engagenent, had led themfar
out of their way. He refused, nevertheless, to adnit he was | ost.

"Mlitary tactics!" he cried, gleeful at how nuch they had nanaged to carry off- "Co back the sanme
way we canme? Never! Confuse the eneny-even nore than they are now"

Stock continued in high spirits, congratulating hinself and his nen. Theo, no |l ess excited, could
guess that the poet already had in mnd the glorious report he would deliver. Finally, after a
nunber of wong rums and much backtracki ng, they reached the canp. Justin and the rest of the
conmpany had arrived | ong before.

There was a festive air about the canp. The Mnkey perched triunphantly on the linber. Justin, who
had been exami ning the cannon, ran to neet them He did not reproach Stock for his tardiness, but
only urged himand Theo to cone and adnire the prize.
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"A beauty!" Justin cried. "The Monkey can teach us howto aimand fire. You' ve got powder and
shot ? Wonderful! You did splendidly, all of you. Not a man lost. | wish Florian could have seen
us.

"And the Regians, having to steal their own gun
They pulled it all the way, the hardest work those fell ows have ever done, | should think."

"Where are they?" asked Theo, while Justin led themto the cannon, eager to show how it worked and
| ooking as if he were about to load and fire it then and there.

"Who? COh-the Regians." Justin said. "I had them shot."

9

Sparrow was in |ove. She had never been in that condition before; she did not realize she was in
it now She sinply took it for granted, as natural as rain or sun. She envied Madam Bertha, who
prepared Keller's neals and constantly chided himfor not eating enough of them for staying out
till all hours, for neglecting his health and his laundry. Instead of resenting the housekeeper
Sparrow i mtated her- Madam Bertha could not withstand such unintended ftaftery. She took Sparrow
to her heart, deciding that anyone so concerned for the journalist would probably not burn down

t he house or steal the spoons.

Kell er, who had other things on his mnd, was unaware of all this. He was nerely pl eased they got
on so well.

Weasel, in his own fashion, worshiped Keller and offered his greatest gift: He renounced al
anbition to beconme a thief, and put his mnd to his | essons.

As for those, Sparrow | earned faster than her brother Wat pride she took in her acconplishnents
she kept to herself. She preferred to give the inpression that letters were small things she could
have grasped on her own, had she wanted, and did so now only because Keller set great store by
them Wasel, however, was continually wonder-struck. Al so, he believed Keller had invented the

al phabet .

Weasel , like his sister, dogged his benefactor's footsteps. He adopted Keller's anmbling gait as
best he could. He woul d have been happy to curl up and sleep the night at Keller's door, but Madam
Bertha did not allowit.

During the day. Sparrow and Weasel ran errands. They renenbered Kell er had spoken of scavengi ng
the town for scraps of gossip, which they did gladly. They found great quantity but little
variety. The townsfol k tal ked of nothing but the war. The flush of the Alma victory persisted. New
troops nmustered daily in Geat Augustine Square to the rattle of druns and the wavi ng of banners.
The recruits wore flowers in their buttonholes or in their hats; sone put the blossons into their
nmusket nuzzl es.

The pair observed this, bright-eyed with delight. Neither had seen anything like it. Wasel found
it especially stirring, but a little puzzling.

Finally, his curiosity got the better of himand he asked his sister, "Wat's a war?"
"How can you be so stupid?" said Sparrow. "Everybody knows that."
"Well, |1 do know," retorted Wasel. "I forgot."

Sparrow gave a sigh of long-suffering. It was her duty, nevertheless, to instruct her brother from
time to tine. "What it is, nostly, is marching."”

Weasel was unsatisfied. "Way woul d they do that?"

"To get where they want to go, of course.”
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"Yes, but then what?"

Sparrow t hought for a monent, as if recalling all other wars she had seen- "Do you renenber the
ot her day, when Keller took us to the park, and Madam Bert ha packed our food in a basket?"

"And Kelter drank the whole bottle of w ne?" Wasel sniled at the pleasant recollection. "That
wasn't a war. That was a picnic."

"I't's alnost the sane,"” replied Sparrow, "only bigger. They go marching off, and carry their food
with them When they get hungry, they stop and eat. Ch- first, they dress up in their uniforns.
Then, they nmeet the eneny."

"I know that part of it," Wasel said proudly. "That's the Regi ans. Everybody's tal ki ng about
them They're cowardly swine and vile wetches. What | don't see is- if they're sw ne and
wr et ches, why does anybody want anything to do with thenP"

"Because they canme sneaking in where they don't belong," said Sparrow. "Qur soldiers go and fight
them and chase them off. That's why they have nuskets, to shoot at them The Regians try to do the
same. But they're such cowards, they can't. Then, after they're chased off, everybody marches back
and that's the end of it."

"How long will it take?"

Sparrow frowned. "I heard a lot say no tine at alt. But Keller was talking in the office, and he
said the devil of a while."

"Keller's always right."
"Yes. The devil of a while-1 guess he neans two weeks, maybe three."

"That |ong?" The boy whistled. Sparrow night as well have spoken of infinity. He tried to absorb
it and gave up. Sonething intrigued himfurther.

"The muskets,"” he said eagerly. "Wiat a racket they'll make' 1'd like to be there when they're
shooting. But- don't they hurt each other?"

"Of course not," said Sparrow. "At least not if they can help it. Little nit! Do you think they're
as stupid as you?"

Keller wanted to see Torrens. They had parted, last time, with a strain of coolness. Keller did
not expect much wel cone at the Juliana- It was necessary, even so, to speak with the chi ef
mnister. The journalist formally requested an audience and was a little surprised when it was
readily granted.

Torrens appeared nore careworn than before. There were dark bl otches under his eyes. Keller had
prepared hinmself for a reception chilly at best- Torrens, however, treated the journalist with
consi deration and seened hal f apol ogetic. The man, Keller guessed, was ashanmed of hinself. The
chief mnister said nothing about their past conversation, his concern was entirely with the war.

"Queen Augusta still holds Carlsbruch,” he told Keller. "She hopes to fortify it, according to the
reports she sends us. In fact, she is handling her forces with remarkable skill."

"She can't hold forever," said Keller. "The Regians must force her hand sooner or later."

"I fear so. | have no idea of her future plans, but | confess i see no happy outconme. Queen
Caroline is frantic, she has sent nessage after nessage, and so have |. Augusta refuses to cone
back. |If the Regians overrun her position while she remains there, | dread the consequences. It
woul d be tragedy enough if she were killed in battle. If she were taken prisoner, | would stil

fear for her life."

"Surely our uninvited guests would observe the rules of war," said Keller, "at |east as far as

they apply to royalty."
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"I amnot so confident," said Torrens. "I have since | earned, beyond question, that Baron
Mont ol 1in and certain others, including General Erzcour, deliberately betrayed us. They w sh the
queen deposed. Trying to set right old abuses, putting justice before privilege,, she has
conmitted the one unpardonable sin: She has threatened their power. They woul d be better pleased,
| daresay, if she did not survive at all. It would sinmplify matters for them considerably. The
Regi ans woul d no doubt be glad to oblige."

Keller was tenpted to remark that the greed and sel fi shness of the aristocracy had done worse
damage to the kingdomthan the insults of any scurril ous panphleteer. He bit his tongue an-d | et
the chief mnister go on

"Sonething alarns me further,” said Torrens. "This is for your ears only, though it is only a
matter of time before it becones public know edge. Qur old friend Florian is fishing in troubled
waters. He has taken to the field. A number of our people, especially in the countryside, are
joining him Apparently, he supports the queen-at the nonment. |f she suffers any serious reverse,
I cannot trust himto continue to do so. | respect the nan hinself; in some ways he is even

adm rable. But he will seize whatever opportunity comes to hand. He would be a fool if he did not.
VWhat ever el se he may be. Master Florian is no fool. He and his followers nmust be dealt with
firmy."

"You are too much in the palace,” Keller said. "What you tell ne is already public know edge. |
can only warn you, if you treat Florian as an eneny, you' |l make natters worse. You can hardly
afford nore enenies than you al ready have."

"Those are ny concerns,” Torrens said. "I will not burden you with them Forgive ne. | presune you
have your own."

"Gtherwise, | wouldn't have asked to see you? Yes, you're right- Naturally, I'"'mhere to beg a
favor."

"You need net beg," said Torrens. "If it is within ny power-" '-It is."

"And within nmy conscience.”
"Even that."

"Then," said Torrens, "consider it granted." The journalist and the chief ninister talked awhile,
then Keller left for his office. He did not go directly, but strolled around the city. It was a
lovely day. By the tine he returned to his apartments, Sparrow and Weasel had come back fromtheir
own ranmblings. Keller sat themdown in front of him

"Water rats," he said, "you are fortunate. Not only do you have the prospect of a brilliant career-
I was about to say 'enviable but that would be stretching things a little-you have al so gai ned
the grace and favor of the white-haired old buffer."

"He al ready gave us watches," said Sparrow. "M ne doesn't work," added Weasel. "I don't care.
don't know how to tell tine."

"He has awarded you sonething of nore substance,"” Keller said. "He has agreed that henceforth you
will receive a stipend fromthe royal purse.”

"What's a stipend?" Sparrow asked.

"Money. An allowance, you mght say. You will receive it at regular intervals. The finance
mnister will see to the details, so you needn't trouble yourselves counting on your fingers. You
will not be rich. The generosity of the crown does not go quite that far. Neverthel ess, water
rats, you will be well-off."

"We've al ways been well-off," said Sparrow

"Yes, but now you'll be better off. So shall I. For | admit to certain hesitations and m sgivings
which are now laid to rest.

"I have a debt," Keller went on. "Not a debt of cash. In our profession, that would be ordinary,
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and the only extraordinary thing would be to pay it- This, however, is a debt of a different
nature. Call it a debt of honor: the costliest, which we scribblers can seldomafford. It calls
for payment, though paynent has never been requested.

"Some while ago, a certain gentleman did ne a service, not unlike the one you did. He offered
protection when | needed it rather badly. Better, he offered nme the use of a printing press, which

| needed still nore, in a town called Freyborg. As things turned out, | did not have to stay there
Il ong, and was able to return here. Nevertheless, the offer was nade and accepted. Now, this
gentl eman, | believe, would be glad for any help that nmight cone his way."

"Who is it?" asked Sparrow. "The white-haired old buffer?"
"Neither white-haired nor old. H's nane is Florian."

"I'"ve heard of him" Sparrow said. "People were arguing in the square. One said he was a dangerous
hot head, another said he was a caution, the very devil of a fellow"

"Correct on all counts,” said Keller "That's neither here nor there. Now that |'msure you'll be

| ooked after, cone what may, | intend to pay what | owe him Against all reason and commobn sense,
against all ny principles and better judgnment, | have decided to go off to the war. | expect no
difficulty finding nmy creditor if I look in the right places. Whatever happens, w th Madam Bert ha
on one hand and the old buffer on the other, you have nothing to worry about. | only urge you to
behave yourselves, at least to the extent of your abilities. In the case of Wasel, this includes
usi ng a handkerchi ef instead of his fingers. | shall l|eave tonight. This kind of folly, if done at

all, should be done pronptly."

Kell er had braced hinmself for an outburst. Sparrow and Wasel sat silent, watching himw th round
eyes. The Journalist felt a twi nge of disappointnent. Had they protested, wept, or pleaded, he
ni ght even have possibly reconsi dered.

He did not understand two things: first, that Weasel envied his going on such a splendid outing
but stood in too nmuch awe of himto say anything; second, that Sparrow was so devastated as to be
dunbst ruck

He did not hear the girl sobbing later in her room

The water rats had taken a hard bl ow. However, they had not survived a life in the swanps for
not hi ng. Kell er had been gone only two days when Sparrow realized there had been a terrible
m sunder st andi ng.

"He was in such a hurry, he forgot," she said. "He's always forgetting sonething. Madam Bert ha
told me once he even forgot to uncork a bottle before he poured it. Madam Bertha says he'd go out
without his head if he didn't have it attached to his neck."

"Do you think he forgot sonething this tinme?"

"Of course he did," said Sparrow. "The nost inportant thing of all."
"Underwear? Keller thinks underwear is inportant.”

"No. He forgot to ask us to go with him"

"That's right!" Wasel's eyes |it up. "He never said a word about it." On reflection, his face
fell. "He told us to stay here."

"That shows how nuch you renmenber," said Sparrow. "He told us to behave ourselves. That was all
He didn't say how Keller likes us to figure out such things for ourselves. Now, if Florian hel ped
him and he's going to help Florian- Keller hel ped us, so he nust have expected us to heip him"

"Do you think so?" asked Wasel, hope returning.

"I know it," Sparrow decl ared.

Weasel recognized only two |aws. The second was Keller; the first. Sparrow. "We'd better hurry,
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then. W don't want to keep himwaiting."

Madam Bertha was so di straught over her enployer's |latest and greatest exanple of |lunacy that she
did not i mediately notice the absence of the water rats. it was only at the end of the day and
wel | past suppertine that she realized they had gone. She noticed a | oaf of bread and a cold fow
absent along with them The only consol ation for her added tears was the know edge that she had
been right about themfromthe start: They were a pair of thieves-

By then. Sparrow and Wasel were on their way out of the city. Their first problemwas to
determ ne where Keller had gone. Sparrow settled it easily by approaching a guard at the Vespera
bridge. "Pardon me, sir," she said politely, "but how do we find the war?"

10

The Monkey was grinning at him Theo went to Justin. "You had the prisoners shot? Wiy not say you
had t hem mur der ed?"

I nstead of answering, Justin took Theo's armand drew himto a canvas shelter that had been sl ung
bet ween two trees.

"I didn't want to, you know," Justin said patiently, with no trace of anger in his voice. Had
Justin stormed at him Theo woul d have been taken | ess aback, "i had to."

"Cooks and quartermasters! They weren't conbat soldiers, they weren't fighting back."

"That's true, they weren't," Justin said. "They weren't fools, either. They saw our canp. They saw
how many we are and how well arned- Turn them | oose and let themreport to their officer? I'd have
put every one of my people at task. Including you."

"You coul d have kept them prisoners

"To be fed? Guarded? To be a drag on us?" Justin said "It was ny responsibility My decision. You
tell me one thing: What reasonabl e choice did | have?"

Theo did not answer- Justin went on. "Then |I'Il tell you one thing. I'msorry we |eft any Regians
alive. They know we're here now. They were bound to, sooner or later; |'d have preferred later
Well, no way around that. The Monkey says we shoul d nove out before dawn tonorrow, go further up-

country and lie low a few days."

Justin pressed his hands against his forehead. "It couldn't be hel ped. Get some rest. W're tired,
all of us-
"Anot her thing," Justin added, as Theo was about to | eave. "If you ever have in nmind to question a

decision, do it in private." He raised his head and sniled abruptly. "Best yet, don't do it at
all."

Stock was sitting on the ground, scratching the turf with the point of his knife. He hardly
gl anced up when Theo joined himand told himwhat Justin had said.

"I't's sickening," answered the poet, with none of his usual exuberance. "The worst part of it is

he's right. At least, | think he is. Wat would you have done?"
"That's anot her worst part of it. | don't know "
"The only thing I'mglad of," said Stock, "is that it wasn't up to ne. Anyhow, it's over and done.

No matter how you |l ook at it, though, there's no honor init."

"And if the sanme thing happens agai n? Suppose you're the one who's ordered to do it?" Theo put the
question to Stock only to avoid putting it to hinself. He wondered if he shoul d have gone with
Lut her.

"What | think," the poet said, his balding browin deep furrows, "is that it's Justin's command.

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/2%20The%20Kestrel.txt (40 of 95) [12/28/2004 4:22:27 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ 29620 The%20K estrel . txt

don't know if he has to answer to us for what he does. But we have to answer to ourselves for what
we do. | should have spoken up along with you."

"I't wouldn't have hel ped anything."

"Only ny conscience,"” replied Stock- "You expect certain things in war. You have to swallow t hem
But how nmuch has to be swallowed? Not all of it, surely. There nust be linmts. It's a matter of
finding them"

Stock said no nore. The Monkey was good-naturedly chivvying the conmpany to put the captured
supplies in order- Justin had gone back to studying his cannon

They broke canp next day. It was the first of several npbves they were to nmake before the Mnkey
found a site in the uplands that he judged safe enough. Theo, by then, could have slept soundly in
the mdst of the Regian arny. His nuscles screaned at the constant packi ng and unpacki ng of

stores. Stock | ooked ready to drop. Neither dared conplain, for Justin worked harder than any of
his troop. He took a hand in hitching the horses to the linber and put his own shoul der to the
wheel when the gun carriage foundered in the bed of a stream

Justin treated the cannon |like a marvel ous new toy. He constantly tinkered with it and al nost
resented anyone el se handling the fieldpiece. The Monkey had chosen several of the troop to serve
as gunners, but Justin hinmself demanded to learn howto aim load, and fire. He al so devised a
lighter carriage for the weapon, so it could be brought faster into action

Even with the cannon, Justin never repeated his first easy success. The Regi ans, aware now of
their eneny, took nmore pains to armtheir supply colums. The provisions the conpany relied on
both to use for thenselves as well as to deprive the Regians, were hard won and harder fought for.

The first deaths canme late in the spring. Justin, hoping to replenish his dw ndling provisions at
one stroke, launched an attack on a lightly defended supply train. Stock and Theo, as usual
waited in reserve for Justin's signal to charge and ransack the disarrayed |ine.

Before they could do so, a conpany of Regian infantry burst fromthe woods on their flank. By the
time Stock's party realized the Regians had set a trap for them it was hopel ess to wheel and face
their ambushers. Under the volley of nusket fire, one of the horses toppled, screaning and kicking
its legs. Theo sprang down and pulled the rider free. Stock shouted to fall back. At the sane
time, the Monkey and his detachment cane scranmbling up the slope in full retreat. Justin,
fortunately, had set his cannon a little distance above themon the brow of a low hill. The
fieldpiece flung shot after shot, as fast as the gunners could rel oad, agai nst the Regi an
countercharge. Even at that, the gun itself narrowy escaped capture. The Regians did not press
their advantage, perhaps fearing they would, in turn, be anmbushed in the unfamliar hills.

Three of the raiding party had been killed outright. Another had taken a nusket ball in the chest.
The Monkey had flung himacross his saddl e and had managed to bring himback to the canp. Theo

hel ped the Monkey carry himinto Justin's tent, and only then recognized himas the one, hardly
nmore than a boy, who had nearly beaten the Mnkey at saber play.

They put himon the ground. Justin knelt beside him The boy could hardly speak for shock and for
the clotted foamwelling into his throat. He kept rolling his eyes fromside to side, staring at
one face and another as if asking to be assured nothing serious had happened to him He was
clearly beyond hel p.

Theo noticed the Monkey had taken the pistol fromhis belt and was gl ancing at Justin. Seem ng not
to understand, Justin |ooked blankly at hima nonment, then shook his head.

The Monkey shrugged and put away his pistol
The boy did not die until afternoon

Early in the norning, two days later, one of the |ookouts led in a half-grown girl. She had cone
fromthe town lower in the valley. Her knees were scratched, her skirt ripped by branmbles. She had
been cl anbering through the brush a good part of the night. She would speak to no one but Captain
Shri ke.
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Justin, already |ong awake, came out of his tent. Theo, Stock, and nobst of the conpany gathered
around, watching as the girl went straight to him

"You're Shrike."

"Am | ?" Justin snmiled playfully and bent a little, hands on his knees- "Now, nissy, what nakes you
t hi nk so?"

Wth a ringer, the girl traced a line across her forehead and down her cheek- She had a round,
solemm little face. "I'mto tell you sonmething. The | aundress in our town, she wants nme to say:
from Lapw ng."

St ock chuckl ed, recogni zing the name he had bestowed on Rina. He whispered to Theo, "Qur gol den
divinity has been at work for us."

"Ch-1"mto give you this, too." The gin reached into her bodice and handed Justin a square of
paper. Justin unfolded it and glanced at it. He |laughed and handed it to Theo.

"You taught us to do better work than this in Freyborg."

It was, Theo saw, a poster badly printed on a |large, coarse sheet, the ink a little snudged, stil
not quite dry. Justin took it back and held it up before the conpany.

"We've given the Regians sonmething to chew on," he declared proudly. "They value our work. Here-a
splendid reward for "help in the capture of bandits.' Hardly a flattering term but no natter. |If
they' || pay that nmuch for our heads, we nust have ni pped them sharply. They're smarting fromit."

"There were six hanged yesterday,
cooper -"

the girl said, "on account of the fighting. The tailor, the

"They had no part in it." Theo burst out. "They weren't our people."

"The Regians called it-reprisal,"” the girl said. "To pay back for what you did."
"What el se from Lapwi ng?" Justin broke in. His face was i npassive.

The girl | ooked upward a nmonent, as if recalling a | esson she had | earned by heart. She repeated
Rina's nmessage in a school room si ngsong, halting now and again, taking pains to be correct.
Lapwi ng warned Shri ke that the Regians planned to send a strong force into the hills. Shrike and
his friends nust nove farther west imredi ately. Lapwi ng would be gone by the tine her nmessage
arrived. She was going toward Eschbach. She woul d send word again as soon as she coul d.

The girl stopped and | ooked around for approval of her recitation. Justin nodded and patted her
head- "Wel| done. But how did you know where to find us?"

The girl gave a sly smle. "W know these parts. Sone of us keep an eye on you. W knew when you
came. But it's all right. No one told. Not even when the Regi ans hanged them ™"

Justin offered to send one of the conpany partway back with the girl to make sure of her safety.
She refused indignantly and set off through the brush before Justin could thank her. He turned to
Theo, with a peculiar half-snile

"You called ne a murderer for executing eneny soldiers. What would you call the Regians' killing
i nnocent civilians?"

Theo turned away. He was both ashanmed and frightened at hinself.
For an instant, he was glad, wildly glad, that Justin had shot the prisoners.

St ock was conposi ng what he assured Theo woul d be the noblest and npst heartfelt work of his
career.

"An epic poem" he declared, "which | shall title: The Saga of Roast Mutton. It will be in six
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courses-1 mean cantos-and it will feed our spirits, if not our bellies. Even art, mnmy boy, has its
limtations."

"You wite it," said Theo, with a dour grin. "I'll draw pictures to go with it." He had, in fact,
sket ched nothing since leaving the mll. It already seened another age, renote and only half-
renenbered. Odd, he found, that now of all times he should miss doing it.

"Short of everything else," the poet said, when Theo asked for an explanation of this feeling,
turn to the Muse for ethereal sustenance of our common clay." He shook his head. "I don't know.
Justin doesn't have a nuse and it doesn't seemto bother him No doubt Mars runs a better kitchen
than Calliope."

we

They were all hungry, though Stock suffered nmost fromit. The conpany had becone victins of their
own success- In the weeks following R nmis nessage and their hasty nove westward, Justin's
operations had gone beyond his best hopes. He and the Monkey had worked out a new plan of action.

"Florian said we nmust be a wolf pack." Justin had called his officers together as soon as they had
settled, for the moment, in the heavy woodl ands sone | eagues above Eschbach. "So we shall be," he
added, "but not a single pack. Several,"

Now, instead of attacking in full force, Justin divided the conpany into raiding parties of three
or four. N ghts, he sent themby turn to harry the Regian colums, roving the valley, striking
where | east expected. Their targets, were not the soldiery but the packhorses and draft animals,
whi ch they mai ned or hanstrung. The Mnkey expl ained that the | oss of a horse or mule caused nore
damage than the | oss of a man

The raiders, unable to carry off |arge amounts of provisions, settled for putting the torch to the
wagons or sl ashing open food sacks and scattering the contents. They brought back, when possibl e,
fodder for their own aninmals, powder and shot for their weapons; the forays seldom all owed them
time to lay hands on rations for thensel ves.

Justin was delighted; his only disappointment, the shortage of anmunition for his cannon. The
fiel dpi ece now stood unused in the canp. The company, however suffered no serious casualties.

The Regi an detachnents, by way of reply, took their own neasures. Deprived of army stores,
foraging parties scoured the countryside, stripping villages and farnms of food and |ivestock
Failing to check Justin's raids, they continued their reprisals. Villagers were hanged or shot,
their bodies left as warnings.

The conpany, as a result, increased its nunbers as nmen and wonen fled the villages and cane to
join them Justin wel coned them declaring that the Regi ans had beconme his best recruiting
of ficers.

The nore he added to his troop, however, the nore nouths there were to feed- The Monkey, in charge
of the rations, doled themout like a mser with his gold. Justin was always on hand when his
peopl e were fed, but he touched none of his portion until the others had eaten. Once, a bitter
argunent broke out between the Monkey and one of the new arrivals, who clainmed the Monkey had
given a |l arger share to Rosana. The two men had cone close to bl ows when Justin strode up. They
fell silent imediately.

"If you're that hungry," Justin. said to the protester, "here, put this in your belly and hold
your tongue." He handed his own ration to the man. "W fight Regians, not each other. Renenber
that. O, next tine," he added flatly, "I'll hang you."

"I wouldn't mnd hanging-tenporarily," Stock later told Theo. "It m ght keep nme fromwanting to
swal | ow sonet hing. Tightening nmy belt doesn't answer. Tightening ny gullet mght help."

Justin had sent the two of themthat night to hold one of the outposts. Stock grunbled at not
going with a raiding party.

"At least it would keep ny mind off nmy dinner. O the lack of it."

The poet was too gl oonmy even to armuse hinself with his saga. "You're |lucky, being an artist. You
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can draw yourself a feast, then stand back and admire it; whereas all ! can do is think about it.

Theo put a finger to his lips. He had heard a rustling in the underbrush. Stock readied his
musket, then heaved a sigh of relief- It was only the Monkey. The man, Theo realized, had not cone
fromthe direction of the canp

"I could have shot you for a Regian," said the poet. "You rascal, what have you been up to?"

Theo noticed that the Mnkey carried a sack under his arm Hunger had sharpened not only Theo's
appetite but his sense of snell. Stock, too, was sniffing |like a foxhound.

"I fancied a little walk along the bottonm and," said the Monkey. He opened the sack. "You're good
fellows. | don't mnd going shares, though ! did all the work for it. Here, it's a gift fromone
of the farms. A chicken, sone eggs, bread and cheese-"

"Gft?" retorted Theo. "That's nost of a week's food for them™

"They'd have given it gladly," said the Monkey, winking, "if |I'd waked themup to ask. W're
fighting their war for them aren't we? Fair's fair. It can sit better in ny belly than anywhere
el se. ™

"You stole it," returned Stock. 'That's despicable, Mnkey. No, don't worry. | won't say anything
to Justin. Not this tine."

"Captain's a fine officer,"” said the Monkey. "He takes good care of us, but once in a while we
have to take care of ourselves."

"Go back to canp," said Stock. "Stuff yourself if you Iike so long as | don't have to watch you do
it."

The Monkey del ved into his sack and brought out a handful of food. "Here, just anong the three of
us."

"Go to the devil," said Stock. "I don't want any part of your stealing. |'d be as much a thief as
you. "

Theo left themabruptly and wal ked a little distance into the brush. The snell of the food had
been unbearable. Stock had been right to refuse. He admred the poet for it; he did not trust
hi nsel f.

He expected the Monkey to be gone when he cane back. The Monkey was still there, squatting on a
hunmmock, the sack between his feet. The poet sheepishly wi ped the crunbs from his nouth.

"Plenty left," said the Mnkey.
Theo bit his lips. Stock said nothing. Theo turned to the Mnkey.

"Gve it here."

The guard raised his nusket. "Keep off the bridge- Nobody crosses without papers. Do you have any?
You mi ght be a couple of Regian spies for all | know In which case: Bang, bang! And that's the
end of you."

Sparrow had no interest in spies or papers. She asked again where to find the war-

The guard thought hinself a witty sort of fellow Being questioned by a pair of young fools who
were no danger to him he decided to anuse hinself at their expense; sentry duty was a boring
occupation. He scratched his chin

"That depends on which you' re | ooking for."
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"I's there nore than one?" asked Sparrow.
"You don't suppose we'd go to all this trouble if there wasn't."

"The biggest, then," said Sparrow. "The best."

"Ah, well, there's a fine big one this very nonent between sonme of ny conpany and a pack of tavern
scroungers. You drop in at the King's Crown, you'll find all the war you'd ever want. Tell them!|
sent you." Sparrow took Weasel's arm and hustled himoff in the direction of the port. "He doesn't

know anyt hi ng about the war- Not even where it is.”

"Kell er does go to taverns a lot," suggested Wase

"No. That guard was a bl ockhead. That's why they |l eft himbehind."

"Good. It serves himright," said Wasel- "I stole his watch."

Sparrow halted | ong enough to give Wasel a shaking- "Wetch! You're not to be a thief anynore.
Shame on you- What woul d Keller say?"

"I only didit," conplained Wasel, "in case Keller wanted to know what tinme it was."

The port was home ground to the pair. The former water rats knew every dock and | andi ng stage.
Weasel forgot his reprinand and sniffed the portside reek with delight. Sparrow pressed on

| eading himto one of the smaller piers, where several rowboats bobbed on the eddies. Sunset had
thrown the pier into shadow. Sparrow gl anced around. Satisfied she was unobserved, she ordered
Weasel into the first boat, untied the nooring line, and junped after him

"What are you doi ng?" cried Wasel

"Crossing the river, what do you think?" replied Sparrow, bending to the oars. "The war's got to
be over there somewhere. That fool mght try to shoot us if we go by the bridge. This way's
easier."

"You're stealing," Wasel said indignantly. "After what you told ne."

"I"'mnot," said Sparrow. "Didn't you hear the speech in the square the other day? W all have to
make sacrifices. Whoever owns this boat is naking a sacrifice. I'mhelping himdo it."

Wth that. Sparrow doubled her efforts at the oars.

Leaving the craft on the other side of the Vespera, the two trudged eastward until well past
nightfall, sonetines follow ng a road, sonetines cutting across the fields. Sparrow s plan was
simple: to keep the straightest tine possible, confident it would | ead sooner or later to Keller.
After a few hours, however. Wasel turned cranky, protesting that his feet and belly both ached.
Sparrow was al so hungry. She had cal cul ated that the food from Madam Bertha's |arder would easily
tide them over a couple of days. She and Wasel ate it all at one sitting.

"Never nmind," said Sparrow. "That nakes |ess we have to carry."

They slept the rest of the night under a hedge. In the norning they were |ucky enough to get a
ride in a cart and, soon after, unlucky enough to be discovered by the driver, who unpatriotically
chased t hem of f.

For the next few days, they fared reasonably well, except for Wasel's blisters. Barns, woodsheds,
stabl es existed for the purpose of sheltering them Sparrow gave her brother tenporary pernission
to comandeer whatever victuals he found unattended.

"It's not really stealing,” Sparrow assured him"lt's to help us get to the war."
"I don't understand," said Weasel, nevertheless glad to oblige. "Stealing is stealing."

Sparrow di d not deign to answer.

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/2%20The%20Kestrel.txt (45 of 95) [12/28/2004 4:22:27 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ 29620 The%20K estrel . txt

The foll owing day, they discovered the arny. So Sparrow judged fromthe field of white canvas
tents. She had never seen so many horses and wagons; or so many uni formed men, for the nost part
doi ng not hing conprehensi ble. She ran to the nearest, a bearded fellow with a pipe between his
teeth. He was sitting on a keg, his tunic undone, his bare feet stretched out in front of him He
was busy greasing his boots. He wore sergeant's insignia, which neant nothing to Sparrow. She
strode up to him

"Where's Kell er?"

"Kel |l er who?" The sergeant eyed her. "And who are you? Were the devil did you come fronP"

"Keller," Sparrow insisted. "Everyone in Mrianstat knows him"

"That's a good reason | never heard of him since |'mnot from Marianstat."

"Are you going to the war?"

The sergeant grimaced "No way out of it, is there?"

Sparrow was anazed that he seened | ess than eager, but she had her own business to attend.
"Where's Florian, then? Keller's with him"

"Fl ori an?" exclaimed the sergeant. "You keep dear of that one. He's a caution.”

"That's what everybody says."

"He may be right, he may be wong. It's no affair of mne, | do what I'mtold. But he's got half
the countryside stirred up. It wouldn't surprise nme too nuch if we ended fighting himinstead of
the Regi ans. You get hone, wherever that is. You |l eave the war to us."

The presence of two young people in canp had drawn the anused attention of the rest of the

pl at oon. They crowded around Sparrow and Wasel as if they were remarkabl e curiosities. The
soldiers offered them food, which Sparrow carefully put away. One of them produced a drum and a
pair of sticks and showed Wasel how to beat a tattoo. Wasel was aglow. One of the nen set a cap
on Weasel's head, which thrilled himall the nore- He rattled away at the drum The soldiers

| aughed and told himhe could stay and be their drumer. For the briefest nonent. Wasel's

al | egi ance was sorely tried.

"Do you think," he ventured to ask Sparrow, "we could stop here awhile? W'll find Keller
afterwards. "

Sparrow was not lured by uniforms or drums. She. finally pull ed Wasel away, and they set off
again. By day's end, she realized she had conme into possession of a secret she had no intention of
sharing with her brother. Had she been in the maze of inlets at the nouth of the Vespera, she
coul d have navi gated eyes shut. Now, out of her elenent, she adnitted to herself what she dared
not admit to Weasel: She had no i dea where she was goi ng.

Keller had .looked in the right places, not expecting the right places to be so easily found.
Florian's activities and whereabouts were no | onger hidden. The journalist, |eaving Marianstat,
had i nvested in a horse, not wishing to rely on public coaches. After little nore than a week, it
woul d have cost himmuch effort not to find Florian's headquarters, near Al tus-Birkenfeld on the
south side of the Vespera.

Florian, in a weather-stained blue greatcoat, was at a field desk in front of his tent when Keller
was escorted to him Several officers sat with him the journalist recognized only the auburn-
hai red young woman, Zara.

Florian greeted himwarmy and presented himto the others, adding to Keller, "You see us in
better case than last time we net. Dr. Torrens was with you then. He commented unfavorably on the
extent of our arsenal. Things have changed renmarkably, wouldn't you say? Torrens, of all people,
is helping to equip us."

"I can hardly believe it's by his own choice."
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"No. By command of the queen," said Florian. "I have a warrant, in her own hand, commi ssioning ne
to lead irregular troops in support of her own arny. In fact, she's given ne the equival ent rank
of general." Florian |aughed. "But never mind that. We are all civilians here and pay little
attention to such things.

"Qur work is very sinple," he went on. "W get ourselves killed, although we try to do that as
little as possible. Wen the Regians invaded, they expected no resistance. They did not cone in
great strength. The queen was able to stop themat the Al ma when she destroyed the bridge. W' re
hol di ng them there, keeping themfromfording the river-a costly operation for us. But it has

al | owed Augusta to regroup her own forces, to play for time until the nearby garrisons join her
The Regi ans, you can be sure, will order in reinforcenments. Heaven help us if they manage to cross
the Alma. Augusta will have a rather formidable arny to face. So shall we. As her front-line
troops, we'll bear the brunt of it."

Kell er had wanted to speak privately with him but Florian insisted on first taking himon an
i nspection tour. Florian swng onto a white mare and he and the journalist, on his own horse, set
of f through the encanprent.

Wrd of Florian's approach raced ahead. In workaday clothes, red ribbons around their sleeves or
red cockades in their hats, Florian's people crowded to cheer him pressing so closely the horses
could scarcely nake their way.

Sonme stretched out their hands, eager to touch his stirrup iron, or the skirt of the old blue
great coat which had becone as fanobus as its owner. Once they were alone, Keller told Florian what
had happened since their |ast neeting and why he had cone.

"dd Kasperi honors us,"” Florian said, "but if you re here because you feel sone obligation to ne
I nmust, with all thanks, refuse. There is no debt- |If you insist there is, then | hereby cance
it.

"No one is here out of obligation," he added, "unless it is out of obligation to what we believe
in. Brotherhood, freedom justice-there's a good chance, ny friend, of turning these words into
the facts of our lives; indeed, into sonething the world has never seen before.”

"Even under the monarchy?" asked Keller. "Torrens is a good man and a good friend; but he has
begun taking steps, with noblest intentions, that may turn the nonarchy back into a tyranny. |
can't sit by and watch. That's one reason |'ve conme here."

"What happens to the nonarchy makes little difference in the long run. It must fall, sooner or

| ater, one way or another. Here and now, we rmake a new beginning. If you believe that, | welcone
you. "

"dd Kasperi finds it-easier to laugh than to believe," replied Keller. "I appall myself to find

that now !l wish to believe. Try to, in any case. A deplorable | apse, and one | may cone to regret.
You say | owe you nothing. Perhaps | owe sonething to nyself."

"I can find some useful place for you on nmy staff."”

"I decline the honor," said Keller. "Od Kasperi may be a public figure, his creator prefers to be
a private soldier- It seenms nore appropriate.”

"As you please," Florian said after a few nmonents, "though | don't relish AQd Kasperi putting
hinself at risk. We can hardly afford to lose him"

"I was as nmuch at risk in the days of the unlamented Cabbarus," Keller said. "That doesn't trouble
me, now that ny water rats are safe and sound.”

Sparrow s rations did not outlast the day. She had given nmost of themto Weasel. Toward sundown,
she began casting about for food and shelter. She sighted a crowd of nmen and wonen headi ng across
a field. They were day | aborers, tenant farnmers, and peasants. Most carried the common tools of
their trade, pitchforks and scythes, axes and rakes.
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Seeki ng one war. Sparrow had stunbled into another. To many of the country folk, the enenies were
not Regi ans but local |andlords "and masters of the great estates. The tenantry, for years, had

| abored without pay on their naster's private roads, had been cheated of even their meager share
in the harvests. Their houses had been torn down for |lack of a few nonths' rent; the wonen had
gone beggi ng on the roads while their nmen poached ganme on the hunting preserves, to be flogged or
hanged if they were caught. The Regi an invasi on had been a natch set to a powder Kkeg.

Sparrow tugged at one man's sl eeve and asked where they were going. He gave an answer that neant
little to her.

"Lajolle."
"I's there anything to eat there7"
"More than you' ve seen in your life."

This was all Sparrow needed to hear Cd utching Weasel's hand, she slipped through the crowd, eager
to be anmong the first arrivals. She could hardly believe there would be food enough to go round,
and she was determned to have her portion

They noved past a pair of iron gates that had been broken and were hanging | opsided fromtheir

hi nges The crowd qui ckened its pace, streami ng across garden beds and gravel wal kways. The house
was the biggest that Sparrow had ever seen, except for the Juliana. A nunber of people were halted
before a wi de expanse of stone steps. Many held torches. She pushed her way to the front rank

The house itself was dark, but in the torchlight Sparrow glinpsed the faces of servant wonen
peering fromthe casenents. Half a dozen nen stood at the door- One held a light fowing piece. He
was shouting at the nbb to go away.

"Stand aside, Otho," soneone shouted back. "Let us in, you won't be hurt."

The man did not nove. Sone of the farmers had drifted to the far side of the house. Sparrow heard
gl ass shatter. One of the outbuildings had started blazing. Horses whinnied in the stables. At
this, Gho, the man with the fowing piece, seened uncertain what to do A couple of the groons and
st abl eboys with himran toward the commotion in the rear of the courtyard. The crowd pressed
forward- The nman pointed his weapon.

A stone flew through the air and smashed one of the casenents. The man suddenly fired. The report
was a trivial snapping sound. One of the farm |l aborers staggered back, cursing and holding his arm
An angry murnur ran through the cromd. As Qtho prepared to rel oad, sonmeone threw a pitchfork at
him The tines struck himfull in the chest- He dropped his gun and sat down, staring at the
pitchfork and funbling to pull it out. One of the servants tried to drag himinto the house, but
gave it up and plunged after his fellows, who had already fled through the door

Weasel, during his career as a scavenger, had calmy dealt with any nunber of dead bodies, but
never one that had been killed before his eyes. For some reason, he burst out crying Sparrow
gritted her teeth. She wanted food.

Weasel, to nake matters worse, had begun throwing up. By the tinme Sparrow attended to him the
crowd had forced the doors and were inside .Wasel tried to hang back, but she dragged himin
after her.

She had no idea where to find the kitchen. The grand hall was filled with people hacking at the
pai ntings on the wall and chopping at the furniture. Some had sei zed whatever objects they could
carry and were running fromthe house.

Sparrow stunbl ed on, not daring to |l et go of Wasel, who was bawl i ng and bl ubberi ng. The kitchen
by the tinme she reached it, had been ransacked. The doors of the |arder had been snmashed open

nost of the contents scattered along with the pots, pans, and utensils. A cook and a scullery maid
lay in the mdst of it. She knelt and tried to scoop up what eatabl es renai ned, urgi ng Wasel to
do |ikew se

Until then. Sparrow had been undaunted Now she screaned and turned away She put her wist to her
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mouth and bit down hard Anong the broken victuals lay a hand like a | arge white spider
She was terrified of spiders

"The Muse is a faithless wench,"” said Stock "If she wants no nore of me, | want no nore of her Let
her go to the devil "

The poet glumy swatted one of the stinging flies that swarned in the canp as the weat her had
grown wanner He took a sheaf of grubby papers fromhis jacket "Do you renmenber, once we tal ked
about knights and paladins7 | actually started witing sonmething of that sort, you know It began

splendidly I was going to show you when |I finished Since | can't finish, |I hereby renounce it "
He nmade as if to tear up the pages Theo pulled them away "That's nonsense |'Ill keep them for you
Tonorrow, you'll change your mnd You'll be glad to have them back "

"I doubt it " Stock, nevertheless, protested no further when Theo tucked the pages into his own
jacket but only added, "My inspiration has fled | sinply don't feel that way anynore Take those
wretched stanzas if you like, just prom se you won't read them™

The poet had not said a word about the stolen food since the night the Mnkey brought it; nor had
Theo. The Monkey had made other forays after that. It had become taken for granted. Theo wondered
if Justin knew. He suspected he did

More questionable, to Theo, was the next harvest. As far as he could see, there would be none. The
fields had been neither plowed nor sown. In the outlying farnms, the Regians had broken into stores
of seed corn- The farners thenselves, in sone cases, had destroyed their own grain rather than see
it fall into Regian hands.

He spoke about it to Justin, who seemed untroubled. "W'll manage," he told Theo- "Everything wll
be dealt with. It's not your concern.”

Justin's face had | ost flesh; the cheekbones jutted sharply, the scar stood out |like a piece of
rope. "I've planned for whatever happens.”

He did not say what those plans were. Theo did not raise the question again and finally put it out
of his mnd. Autum was the distant future. Everything was distant except the canp itself, the
ground he slept on, and the reek of his own body. The woods had come into full, rich foliage; he
was glad of it only because it gave better conceal nent. As nmuch as he thought of Mckle, and often
dreaned of her, she was in a different, remote world. He had no idea what she was doing.

He had to believe she was safe.
He tried not to wonder if she still thought of him

Lut her had not cone back. There had been no word from Florian, and few nmessages fromRina in
Eschbach. Lack of information on the Regian troop novenents hanpered the raids. Oten, the
mar auders were fought off and forced to withdraw, having done little danmage, returning enpty-
handed. Justin hoarded what amunition renained for his cannon and did not order the gun into
action.

Their fortunes, early in July, took a turn for the better. Stock, |eading one of the raiding
parties, came back exultant. His face was bright with sweat. Even before reporting to Justin, he
could not resist crowing to Theo.

"Magni ficent! You should have seen us- Not a nman |ost on our side- Those Regian pigs-we did in the
| ot of them Mst, anyway. W got half the supply train, too. If I'd had nore people, |1'd have
taken it all." He added, under his breath, "Don't tell Justin, but it was a |lucky accident. W

j ust happened to stunble on them™

The poet | aughed and cl apped his hands. Theo had never seen him so gl eeful, even when he had
finished a sonnet.

The conpany cel ebrated and stuffed thensel ves. Justin comrended Stock before the whole troop The
Monkey wat ched, grinning happily, nodding at Stock with approval, as if he and the poet had been
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acconpl i ces

Next day, the Regians burned one of the villages in reprisal. Theo saw it with his own eyes.
Justin, who had not yet allowed Theo on a raiding party, continued to use himas a scout. On that
day, Theo had offered to go into the village itself and try to | earn what he coul d.

H s of fer proved useless. By the time he cane within half a mle, he saw the snoke. He pressed on
not understanding at first what had happened. C oser, he halted on a ridge overl ooking the valley.
Sone of the buildings were already aflane. Figures in uniforns were herding the villagers into the
open fields; fromthe distance, they all |ooked very snall. The snell of burning wood and thatch
drifted up to the ridge. He watched for a tinme, then did the only thing possible: He turned around
and went back.

"The Regians are fools," Justin said, when Theo reported to him 'The nore of this sort of
busi ness, the nore these country folk will be up in arns. Yes, we can expect sone new volunteers."

"What about the rest? The old people, the children?"

"They'll make do," Justin answered. "In any case, they can't help us much."

As Justin foretold, a handful of villagers later nade their way to the canp, though not as many as
he had hoped. The Regi ans had hanged several, a few had been shot resisting the soldiers. Justin
was di sappoi nt ed.

Newconers, by now, outnunbered the original conmpany. At the beginning, Justin had known every one
of his troop by nane. Now there wire too many, and soneti nes he was uncertain even of the nanes of
the officers he appointed. He occasionally went through the canp, stopping to talk with some of
them Mre often he stayed apart and saw only his staff-

Theo feared that Justin's al oof nfess woul d danpen the conpany's spirits. It surprised himwhen the
contrary happened. The newconers, sonme of whom had rarely spoken face to face with Justin, talked
of himwith a kind of awe as they sat around their cook fires.

The Monkey, who had al ways called Justin "Captain" addressed himnow as "Col onel," so glibly and
naturally that Justin never noticed the change; O, if he did, he said nothing about it.

Stock had caught a Regi an: a young corporal of infantry, rawboned and ruddy-faced, who woul d have
| ooked nore confortable in a farmlaborer's clothing than in his disheveled uniform Stock had
laid hold of himon the spur of the monent. His raiding party had set fire to a supply tent; the
man had suddenly appeared. The burly poet had junped on himand, with the help of his marauders,
haul ed hi mtaway at the end of a rope, nmaking himrun to keep up with them The corporal, despite
his ordeal, was only a little nore begrinmed and breathl ess than his captor

"I only took him because | thought he might tell us sonething," the poet said to Theo. "The
fellow s a nonconm ssioned officer, after all. He has to know what those pigs are up to. Conme on
let's see what Justin makes of him™

He hustled his prize to Justin's tent. The Regian, his hands still bound, stood awkwardly. He
| ooked as if he wanted to sit down.

Justin began questioning hnn sharply about supply trains and ammuniti on stores. The corpora
frowned, a little benused, and shook his head- Apparently, he could not speak the comon | anguage,
for he answered in a broad peasant dial ect that was barely understandable. Justin, who had caught
| ess than half a dozen phrases, repeated his questions. The man grinned goodnaturedly. It was

cl ear he understood Justin no better than Justin understood him and it seened to strike him as
hunorous. The Regi an gl anced around, sniling and shruggi ng his shoul ders.

"Let me try," said Theo. "Up north, in ny province, the peasant accent isn't too nmuch different."
He turned to the Regian and, with sonme difficulty, rephrased what Justin had asked. At this, the
corporal babbled out such a spate of patois that Theo notioned himto go sl ower.

"I't's a new reginment,"'
in a few days ago."

Theo explained to Justin. "They haven't been here |l ong. They were ordered
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"Good," said Justin. "He'll have seen new supply trains fromthe Col ."
"I asked him He says not."
"I don't believe him Al right, then. What's his reginent planning to do?"

"He doesn't know that, either,"” said Theo after listening closely to the corporal's answer.
"Tell himhe's a liar."

The Regi an had understood the tone of Justin's reply if not the words, and blurted a hasty protest
that al so sounded hal f-apol ogetic. He seenmed eager to please, but did not know how.

Justin struck the man in the face- The sol dier stunbled back and | ost his bal ance. The Monkey, who
had cone into the tent during this, hauled himto his feet. The Regian's nose was bl eedi ng, but he
continued to smile as if it had all been an unhappy m sunderstanding. Spitting and clearing his
throat, he nmuttered rapidly to Theo.

"I don't think he does know anything," said Theo. "He swears he'd tell you if he did. | believe
him"

"l don't," said Justin. "Take himout. Keep at him He's trying to make fools of us."

"Let me have him" put in the Monkey, as Theo and Stock |led the man fromthe tent. In spite of
Theo's protest, the Mnkey collared the prisoner and narched himinto the woods. Theo woul d have
foll owed. Stock held himback

"Let be," said the poet. "It's not up to you now. "
"The Monkey won't do better," Theo said angrily. "To the devil with the whol e business."

The Monkey cane back after a tine. He was alone. "You were right," he admtted to Theo. "He didn't
know nore than what he told you. I'msatisfied of that now Nothing to be had. I let himgo."

"What ?" cried Stock. "You fool!"

"Well, then," answered the Monkey, "let's say | released him"

The Monkey hitched up his belt and went off to report to Justin. Stock kicked at a tuft of weeds.
"I"'msorry | brought himin."

"Yes. | am too."

The poet grinmaced. "Damed waste of tine."

Stock was killed a week | ater

To make up for the usel ess prisoner. Stock had proposed to capture a better one. Wth Rosana and a
few others, the poet offered to nake a foray that night into one of the Regian conmand posts."

"We'll go at it very fast," said Stock. "Go in, get out in a hurry. This tine, we'll try for an
of ficer. Who knows, with luck we m ght even gobble up a general."

Justin did not approve at first. The poet, caught up in his own enthusiasm insisted- He reninded
Justin how badly they needed information. In the end, Justin agreed.

"I'f you botch it, though," he warned, "you'll answer to ne. Lose any of your people, |I'Il court-
martial you."

Justin | aughed then, but Theo could not be certain whether or not he was in earnest.

Theo urged Stock to take him along. The poet refused. "It's not that |I don't want to," Stock
assured him
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"But Rosana and the others-we're used. to each other, you see." He grinned. "I nean to do
sonet hi ng even the Monkey couldn't pull off."

The party set off at nightfall, expecting to be back within a day. Two days passed wi thout a sign
of them This in itself was not unusual; sone of the parties had stayed out |onger. But |ater one
of the outposts reported firing fromthe bottom ands bel ow the canp.

Theo had never seen Justin so agitated. Until then, Theo had i magi ned that Justin cared nore for
the cannon than for any individual. It was not altogether true. Justin was fonder of the poet than
Theo had supposed.

Though it was broad daylight, Justin ordered the Monkey to forma party and set off immediately.
Justin hinmself led them G ven no orders one way or the other, Theo rode with them Justin did not
seemto notice he was there.

The Monkey, who had gone sone way ahead, turned his nount He whistled through his teeth and
beckoned to Justin. They rode into a clearing. The Mnkey had al ready di snount ed.

Theo jumped down fromhis mare. What | ooked like a side of beef had been propped against a tree
trunk. The eyes were open, staring at him The nouth seened full of red nud. It took him severa
monents to realize it was Stock

Theo grew aware of the Mnkey cursing endl essly and nonot onously. He paid no attention. Sonething
shoul d be done about Stock's body; this seened a, matter of great inportance. He stood for what he
felt was a long time, considering what would be best. Rosana and the others in Stock's party |ay
awkwar dly about the turf. Like the poet, they had been stripped and badly cut up. The Monkey was
gi ving sone kind of instructions about burying them

Justin had conme beside him H's face was white, the scar working and tw tching. He was talking, as
far as Theo coul d understand, about aninals.

It was, Theo found, an odd topic. He finally grasped that Justin nmeant Regi ans. They shoul d,
Justin was saying, be punished for all this. Theo agreed. He offered to do it.

Justin said Theo had no stormach for what was necessary. He al so suggested that Theo was a coward,
and had shown this at N erkeeping. Theo, a little hurt, assured himit was not the case. He
offered to prove it. He explained his thought to Justin. He wanted the Mynkey and sone others to
go with him They would find who had done it. To Theo, it seened that he and Justin were

di scussing the question calmy, in an intense but reasonabl e conversation

They were, in fact, screaming at "each ot her

Justin, at last, told himhe could have the Mnkey, half a dozen of the newconers, but no nore
than four of the seasoned troopers.

"I don't want prisoners taken," Justin said- "Not this tine."
"No," said Theo. "No prisoners.”

It was, Theo considered, generous of Justin, and he thanked him His desire had becone very narrow
and sinple: to kill everyone wearing a Regian uniform failing that, as nmany as possible. It
seemed a nodest and sensi bl e goal

He was not sane enough to realize he had gone sonewhat nmad; he had only gone mad enough to believe
hi nsel f conpl etely sane.

PART 11
THE KESTREL

Ki ng Constantine was playing with tin soldiers in a sandbox. The small, beautifully crafted
figures represented his own units of cavalry, foot, and artillery; another set, the Westnark
detachments, to the extent that General Erzcour and the Regian staff had been able to deternine
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them Constantine also had two special and slightly taller figures: hinself and Queen Augusta.

The sandbox, as large as the war map set up on one side of the tent, had been scul pted to show a
mniature Westmark. Little artificial forests spread over the contoured hills, the rivers had been
pai nted bright blue. It was a lovely piece of workmanshi p. Constantine had al ready deci ded he
woul d keep it pernmanently sonewhere after the war ended.

Hi s Majesty had chosen to wear the uniformof a |lieutenant of hussars, w thout decorations. The
noti on of dressing like a serving officer of minor rank anmused him This norning, however, the
ki ng had shed his tunic, belt, and saber. It was too warm for such trappings.

Duke Conrad fanned hinself with a handkerchi ef.

Unli ke his nephew, he observed the proprieties d>f royal costune. He continued, in spite of the
heat, to wear the white-and-gold tunic that custom prescribed for royalty in the field. He sighed
and nopped his forehead-

"Do |l eave off, Connie," he said to his nephew. "You' ve been at it all nmorning. It gets on ny
nerves. It is a usel ess exercise."

"Yes, it certainly is," replied the king. He had been contenplating noving some of his mniature
bri gades closer to the Alma, but changed his mnd and left themin position. "No substitute for
the real thing. I don't see why you won't let ne visit the front. You said you would."

"I said you should nove your headquarters into Mull," Conrad answered. "l stili say so. There, at
| east, we shoul d be decently housed. | cannot understand why you insist on living in a tent, |ike
sone sort of Trebizonian nomad. "

"It's a fine tent," said Constantine. The royal pavilion was, indeed, an el aborate structure. O
heavy canvas, with interior partitions, it had as many chanbers and antechanbers as a suite of
apartnents. Constantine's sleeping quarters and those of his uncle were at the rear; the sandbox
had been set on a table in the spacious front area, which was furnished with field desks and
folding chairs. "W're soldiers in battle, aren't we? | want to get used to the hardships of
canpai gni ng. So, we nust rough it in good spirit."

"Tents stink," said the duke. "It is their nature to stink. Al the nore at this time of year."

"At this time of year,
here. "

Constantine repeated wickedly. "I didn't count on spending the sumer

The king's remark was pointed not so nuch at his uncle as at Ceneral Erzcour. who was bent over a
stack of reports at one of the field desks. The coment and its barb did not go unnoticed. Erzcour
stopped his work and approached the king at the sandbox.

"Allow ne to explain. Your Majesty," said Erzcour, "that actual conbat is the |east part of any
war- Time is the great factor, whereas the engagenent of troops-"

"Armies don't fight, then? |I'd have thought otherw se,
Regi an arny."

broke in the king. "Unless you nean the

Erzcour reddened He had changed his fornmer uniformfor that of a Regian field conmander, and it
had been ill tailored It chafed hi munder the arnms, and he was in no nood to be twitted by a boy,
king or otherw se. Neverthel ess, he kept a gnp on his tenper. Erzcour had given up any pretense of
mai ntai ning his rank in the arny of Westmark. He was now officially a nmenber of the Regian genera
staff, continually under the eye of Duke Conrad. To squabble openly with the king would rmake an
unpl easant situati on unbearable. He decided to play school master

"A battle, Your Mjesty, is nerely the culnmination, the clinmax of careful preparation, of thorough
staff work. The dull business of operational orders, transport, baggage, rations. Al this nust be
well in hand before so nuch as a shot is fired. The first rule of warfare. Mjesty, is: Do not
fight a battle until you are able to win it."

"When do we do that?" demanded Constantine "Damm it, Erzcour, we're bloody well not w nning
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anything at all."

Along with his noustache, the king Had been cultivating a soldierly manner of speaking. Neither
ons had provided himw th satisfaction; both, despite his nurturing, had remained pale and thin

He reached into the sandbox and picked up the figure of Augusta, looking at it with frank

adm ration. "Beggar Queen, if you like; but | think she's a smashing good general. She's in
personal command, isn't she? Yes, as | wanted to be and shouldn't have let you talk me out of it.
If things keep on as they are, | will take command. |I'mking, after all." He grinned. "Too bad
that Augusta didn't |eave things to her own generals."

"I, too," said Conrad, "should appreciate knowi ng why we have won not hing."

The duke felt testy. The heat was stifling and the flies were abom nable during the day; at night
he shivered on an unconfortable canp bed. During such sl eepless hours, he gave consi derable
thought to Constantine. It was an enornous tenptation to |let his nephew have his way and i nspect
the Alma front; one of those night thoughts he preferred not to bring into daylight.

He was gl ad, neantine, for the occasion to turn his annoyance from Constantine to Erzcour
"According to our plans-that is to say, your plans-this affair should have been over in a natter
of weeks. Perhaps, CGeneral, your strategy contained sone little flaw?"

"Your Highness," replied Erzcour, stiffening, "ny strategy was perfect."

"Then we nust reproach our enemy for not obediently doing their part correctly? O did they not
find it so perfect?"

"There are unforeseen events in every war," said Erzcour. "I confess. Your Highness, | was nore
shocked and di smayed than yourself at the conduct of the Westmark reginments. Their refusal to obey
direct orders of their superiors was a reprehensible breach of discipline. Such gross

i nsubordination is shameful. It is a violation of their sacred oath as sol diers.

"Furthermore, the entry of irregular units is deplorable. This Florian is no better than a
crimnal. That Queen Augusta should have any dealings with himl find frankly detestable. | have
only contenpt for such an action on her part. They are conmpn cutthroats, bandits. One gang of
themin the Domitians recently set upon one of our infantry conpanies. You have no doubt seen the
report. The atrocities practiced on them" Erzcour shook his head- "Not war. Your Hi ghness,
butchery. | prom se you they shall be repaid in kind."

Erzcour went on, "As for the canpaign in its broader aspects, it is progressing well. There have
been no strategic mscal culations, only tactical msadventures. The art of the soldier is to
accept themand rumthemto his advantage."

"M sadventures are expensive," said Conrad. "These bandits, as you call them not only strike at
our supply lines. They mght as well have their fingers in our treasury. Wrse than cutting our
throats, they're costing us noney. The minister of finance is not pleased as the ninister of war
demands | arger funds. W should, | think, give all those fellows comissions in our own reginents.
It woul d be cheaper to pay themthan to fight them"

Despite his sore tenper. Duke Conrad could not help laughing at his own witticism General Erzcour
found it | ess hunorous.

"War," he replied, "is not an occupation for paupers.”

"Indeed it is not," said Conrad, "nor does Regia have intention of beconing one. | keep a close
eye on mlitary expenditures and reconmend you do the sane.”

Tal k of -nmoney bored Constantine. He put back the figure of Queen Augusta. "Shall we have sone
| enpnade?"

"Yes, Connie. Let us, for heaven's sake, have | enpnade.
thanks to his nephew and his general. "And sone sherbet."

The duke's uni formwas danp with sweat,

He called an orderly. At the same tine, one of the aides canme to report that Baron Mntnollin had
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ridden into canp and awaited His Majesty's pleasure.

"Send himin," said Conrad. "He's the only intelligent man in this whol e di smal business. He had
sense enough to take a house in Mull."

"He's not a soldier," said Constantine.

"He should be glad of that," said the duke.

Montnol lin did not appear to have profited from whatever confort he enjoyed in Miull. He was as
el egantly dressed as ever, and barbered as well as could be expected in the provinces. His gray
eyes, however, had gone deeper into their sockets, and the aristocrat's face was an unheal t hy
col or.

"Ah. Here is Montrmollin cone to cheer us up," said Conrad. "W are having | enbnade. WII you join
us? Ceneral Erzcour was about to tell us howto win the war. | hope, at |east, he was."

"Forgive nme for interrupting him" said Montnollin. He and Erzcour no | onger spoke directly to
each other Montnollin had been firmy against the general's decision to join the Regian staff; on
this/ there had been hard words between them

"It can be done quite sinply," said Erzcour. "Your Hi ghness expressed concern over mlitary
expenditures. W have an old saying in Westnmark: Do not spoil the ship for a pennyworth of tar."

"Yes, but we have already spent a great number of pennies," replied Conrad, "and have had very

little tar for our noney."

"We are at an extrenely critical nonent," said Erzcour. "Qur forces will soon establish thensel ves
firmy on the west bank of the Alma. That | pronmise. It is inevitable. They nust, however, be
strongly reinforced."

"What, you ask for nore nmen?" returned Conrad. "Wwen we began, you assured nme only a few regi nents
woul d suffice."

"So it seenmed at the tine, said Erzcour. "Now, nothing less than total conmitnent is required. Qur
units nust be brought up to full strength. They nust fight with the greatest severity against the
enemny, and apply the strictest possible neasures to the civilian population. A so, we rmust support
our troops with increased supplies. The cost will be high, but only in the short run. As we shall

thus end the war faster, in the long run it will be cheaper

"G ven Regia's conplete mlitary resources,
strategy, one that cannot fail."

continued Erzcour, "I shall be able to apply a new

"I should like to know your new strategy before | pay for it," said Conrad. "W have a saying:
Never buy a pig in a poke."

Erzcour glanced at the baron. "I shall explain it in detail at our mlitary council."

"War is not for civilians, eh?" said Conrad, a little nore cheerful now that the orderly had
carried in a refreshment tray. "Good. | agree with you in principle. W shall not hold back. |
favor anything that will nove us forward. | should, indeed, be glad for anything that woul d nove
us out of this tent." He turned to Montnollin. "Dear Baron, can you not use all your charm and
per suasi on upon Conni e? Convince him Baron, to |l eave this canvas hotbed."

"Your Highness," said Montnollin, "I have conme for that express purpose.”
"Bravo!" cried the duke. "High tine. You listen to him Connie."

"More than | eaving your tent. Majesty,"” said Montnollin, "I urge you to | eave Westmark
al t oget her. "

Constanti ne blinked at him Duke Conrad chuckl ed and raised his glass. "The baron has a delicious
wit. He is about to pronounce, surely, one of his epigrans. W are waiting eagerly."
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Until now. Baron Montnollin had been able to sumup nost of his opinions in a well-turned line. O
late, this gift had left him He regretted the loss. It had kept the truth at a polite distance
and made it nore graceful

The baron found nothing graceful in what he was conpelled now to say: "W began our endeavors in
order to save Westnmark, not destroy it. The contrary is happening, and it will worsen if Cenera
Erzcour is allowed to continue. The danage that has already taken place, the loss of life-these
have gone far beyond our intentions. The war nust end here and now, or we shall have no ki ngdom at
ail."

The smile had frozen on Conrad's face. "That is your fault, not ours- You assured us it would be a
sinple, easy nmatter. We kept our part of the bargain/ did we not? You did not keep yours. Now you
seriously ask us to withdraw? To have spent a fortune for no gain? My dear Baron-"

"Keep as nmuch of the country as you have al ready occupied,” said Montnmollin. "Even that woul d be
better than devastating the rest of it."

"How generous you are," said Conrad. "Yes, we shall npst certainly keep that."

"As for the cost," said Montnmollin, "to whatever degree it may conpensate, | amwlling to offer
the value of all ny personal holdings and resources. They are not inconsiderable."

Conrad | eaned forward. "I doubt very nuch, at this point, that you have any fortune to offer. That
you even have a roof over your head. One of our very reliable agents has reported that your estate-
La Jolie. is it not?-has been burned. You cannot be unaware of that. You, naturally, have others.
What ever el se nmay happen to them they will surety not be available to you

"There have been certain new devel opnents,” Conrad went on. "I had not intended going into them
now. Since you raise the question, however, this is as good a nonment as any.

"1 think. Baron, you nade an error in refusing Cabbarus a place on your council. He has, in
consequence, devoted his services entirely to our interests. Connie and | net with himnot |ong
ago. He renminded us of a sinple fact we had al nost overl ooked.

"My dear Baron, do you not understand? Sooner or later, we would have i nvaded Westmark in any
case. Your plan suited our convenience. It mght even have been acceptable had it worked as you
promi sed- Since it did not, we continue on our own. It is our war, not yours. Prior agreenents no
| onger apply. Your participation in any ruling council, of course, is also out of the question.”

Baron Montnollin had a quick intelligence, but it took himseveral nonments to absorb a sensation
he had never experienced: betrayal.

"We are not ungrateful,"” Conrad was saying. "W shall release you as a hostage-which, indeed, you
never were. The best we can offer, however, is safe conduct through our lines. Very little, true
On the other hand, you gave us very little in exchange. Go hone, Baron. \Werever that may be."

Mont ol 1in put down his glass- The | enonade had been too cold, it had chilled him H's hands and
feet had gone icy and he felt unwell He turned to King Constantine. It required an effort for him
to speak calnmy

"Does Your Majesty approve of this? Have you given your consent to what is nothing short of
di shonoring) our cause, of breach of faith-"

"Ch, yes," said Constantine. "I think it's only good sense. Don't you, really? Looking at it from
our side? Cabbarus is a disgusting creature, but his advice is very sound. |I'msorry, Mntnollin,
but we have to do what's best for ourselves, don't we?"

"Men of honor," said Montnollin, "Keep their word. Constantine grinned at him "Kings don't."

"There's a hawk." Justin pointed beyond the ridge. H gh above, against the cloudl ess blue, the
bird seened to hang notionl ess.

"It's a wi ndhover," said Theo. "Kestrel, we call it in Dom ng, where | conme from" It was the
first one he had seen here. "It's hunting. They're snall but very quick. They scream before they
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kill."
Justin laughed. "Vicious little creatures.”
"I think not. Animals aren't vicious. They only do what they do."

He and Justin had ridden ahead to pick a new canpsite. For two weeks, they had been continually
nmovi ng. Justin was anxious to get well out of the area. Since Theo's attack on one of the Regian
conpani es, several punitive forces had been sent up- So far, Justin had avoi ded them

Theo reined in beside him waiting. Justin had wanted to talk privately. The mare snuffled and
tossed her head. Theo watched the kestrel for a tine as it soared on the wind currents. In the
hi gher reaches of the Donmitians, the foliage had al ready begun a subtle change of color. Sunmer
woul d be short.

"He was a genius, you know," Justin said abruptly. It was as if he had been holding a | ong
conversation with hinself and had spoken the end of it al oud.

It startled Theo. It was the first tinme Justin had nentioned Stock. Theo had even begun to wonder
if Justin ever thought of him Florian, he renmenbered, said that things dropped into Justin's mnd
and di sappeared. Then he realized he hinself had not been able to tal k about Stock's death.

"The laureate of our cause," Justin said. "A great poet."

"No." Theo had | ost sight of the kestrel as it tacked and sailed below the ridge. It had no doubt
found something. "No. He wasn't a great poet. He was a good poet. He m ght have been better
That's the real |oss, don't you see?”

"He was our |aureate of freedom" Justin insisted.

When Theo had cone back fromthe raid, he and Justin had gone through Stock's bel ongi ngs. There
was not hing worth sharing out anong the conpany. To the sheaf of works in various stages of

conpl etion, Theo was about to add Stock's abandoned poem Justin wanted to read it, which he did.
Al t hough Theo told him Stock's own opinion, Justin thought highly of it and kept it aside for

hi nsel f- The others, Theo tied up and packed in his saddl ebag.

Whi | e doing so, he suddenly noticed his hands. The reddi sh crust under his torn fingernails
puzzled him His boots had been bl ood-spattered; his breeches had been soaked and were already dry
and stiffening. He could not imagi ne how anything had gotten under his nails.

"You avenged a conrade," Justin was saying. "You ve done well. That's what | wanted to talk to you
about. | can tell you now, | had ny doubts. | wasn't really sure you could. I"'mglad to adnit |
was wrong. A good officer isn't afraid to do that, you know. Yes, and along those lines: the
question of ny second-in-conmand. "

Justin gave himhis frank, boyish ook "You nmustn't mind if | tell you-l want to be clear on al
this-1 appointed the Mnkey."

"Good. The best choice."

"Yes," Justin said "But he didn'"t want it. He really didn't. | tried to convince him He said it
didn't suit him | suppose he'd rather not have the responsibility. | understand that. Wat | nean
is, he was ny first choice- | won't hide that fromyou. Now I'Ill ask: WII| you be ny second?"

"l don't care one way or the other. If that's what you want, yes."

"Marvel ous," said Justin. "It's settled." He took up the reins. "Do you remenber?" he added. "That
day at the nmill, when Stock chose our nanes? |I liked that. You, | think, shall be-well, why not
Kestrel ?"

"As good as any.
no difference.

He renenbered feeling left out when Stock had chosen none for him Now it nade

"I must get word to Florian," Justin said. "I'Il report what happened and that you've taken
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St ock' s post."

"No. | don't want Florian to know that. Kestrel, nothing nore. No need for himto know who it is.
Justin shrugged. "As you please. Yes, | agree it would be better that way."

A few weeks later, because of their growi ng nunmber, Justin divided the conpany in two. The |arger
detachment he led hinmself. The rest was Theo's command. The Monkey, surprisingly, gravitated to
Theo- He showed no sign of resentment at Theo's new rank. |f anything, he |ooked on Theo with the
pride and admiration of a teacher for a favorite student. He even addressed Theo as Col onel
accepting himas being on equal footing with Justin. The Monkey was an eager, inval uable hel per
Theo coul d not have done as well w thout him

It was the Monkey, Theo chose to believe, who had started the terrifying screani ng during the
first raid after Theo's pronotion. Before dawn, approaching the Regi an out post, the nen had been
silent, wal king their horses, taking pains to keep their harnesses fromjingling- There was barely
the creak of saddl es- The sabers had been oiled so as not to scrape when drawn. Theo had ordered
firearns to be used only as a last resort

Going into the attack, soneone began a hi gh-pitched keening, not unlike a kestrel's. It spread,
growi ng | ouder until they were all doing it. an endless shriek, rising as if froma single throat.
Theo glinpsed the Monkey, teeth bared, head flung back. At the tinme, he assunmed it was the Mnkey
who had started the war cry. Later, he could not trust his recollection. It night have been
anyone, even hinsel f.

Fromthen on, they made a practice of it. No one ordered it; it seemed the nost natural thing to
do.

The early part of autumm continued bright and cool. Then, for a tine, the weather broke and there
were days of driving rain. For Theo, there were no days at all, only periods of |ight and darkness-
They m ght have been years for all he knew or cared. Time had no nmeaning for him it had neither
begi nning nor end. He was sinply there, going about his work.

Agai nst the sharp mountain wind, the nmen |ayered thensel ves with as much clothing as they could

sal vage. Some had stocking caps, others sinply wapped cloths around their heads. Soneone-probably
t he Monkey-had given Theo a vest crudely cut froma sheepskin. The fleece, untreated, smelted rank-
He did not notice it.

During late autum, the conpany increased its nunber; not only with men fromthe nearby vill ages
and farnms, but still nore from considerable distances. They brought with them accounts of burned
houses, hangi ngs, shootings. To Theo, these had becone commonpl ace. He barely listened to them
The nen's faces were all alike to him as dirty and stubbl e-bearded as his own. Sone, he realized,
wer e younger than the others;

to him they |ooked like children. He vaguely recalled he had been a child in Dom ng, but the
menory carried no weight. He was what he was now, and a stranger in his own past.

He was Col onel Kestrel and had never been anything el se. As the newconers arrived, nany asked for
hi m by that name. Justin did not appear at all envious. He seenmed, on the contrary, to enjoy
Kestrel's growing reputation. The nore ferocious Kestrel's raids, the nore they attracted new

vol unteers. Those who joined now were different fromthe ones of earlier days: nore desperate,
nore enraged; nmen already with a Regian price on their heads; honeless, without famly, and with
nothing left to | ose. Kestrel suited them

"What we'll be able to do, eh?" one of themsaid to Theo. "After this is over, no matter how it
comes out, there'll be enough of us to make themall take notice. Soneday, then"-he slashed the
edge of his hand across his throat-"no nore aristocrats, nor kings; nor queens either, for that
matter."

Theo did not answer him He had just heard from anot her newconer that in sone villages the wonen
were now in the habit of whispering to their fretful children: "Hush, hush! O the big Kestre
will come eat you."
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Suddenly, to his surprise, he thought of sonething he had told Florian at the nmill. They had been
tal ki ng about Jacobus. The old scholar had witten that people were gentle by nature, and Florian
asked if Theo believed that. Theo answered that he did. It was, he told Florian, the way he felt,
and he was no different from anyone el se.

He wondered if he had told the truth then
He was afraid that he had.

As autumn ended, Regi an detachnents forced a crossing of the Alm - The queen had retreated from
Carl sbruch. By the tine Theo learned this, it was old news-

It had al ready happened, there was nothing he could have done about it.

Col onel Wtz and Count Las Bonbas were in tornment: Wtz, because he itched for a battle, yearned
to fling himself and his regi ments agai nst the advancing hordes in one grand, heroic charge. Las
Bonbas had i ndi gesti on.

M ckl e decided to deal first with the nore difficult. The count, hunched over a bench in the
farnmhouse she had taken for her newest headquarters, was conpl ai ning as usual about the porridge

"I't's the arny breakfast," she rem nded him "and none of us, including ny mlitary adviser, wll
eat anything different. We agreed on that. It's not so bad, you know. It's better than the oatnea
they fed us when I was in the Home for Repentant Grls."

"Lunps," grunbled the count. "More |unps than porridge." He continued, nevertheless, to spoon it
down until he enptied the bowl. He turned his attention to the biscuit, rapping it loudly on the
bench. "Wtz, you' ve mxed amunition with the rations. These things are fatal."

"Keep chewi ng," advi sed Musket, squatting by the fireplace. He had kept the saber commandeered at
the Alna and had since acquired a brace of pistols. Arned to the teeth, he had so far used none of
t hese weapons but was eager to do so; he sided, therefore, with the inpetuous Wtz. "You haven't

| ost any weight."

"Wnd, ny boy,"' said Las Bormbas- "Nothing but wnd."

Leavi ng the count and Musket to their discussion, Mckle took up the question of Wtz. After Al ma
the devoted Wtz had taken on hinself the instruction of his bel oved sovereign. He had expl ai ned
mlitary organi zati on and procedures, the deploynent of troops, the use of terrain, and the
eternal paperwork. She had absorbed it all. even nore quickly than Torrens hinself could have
expect ed.

Then she | eaped beyond her teacher. Along with her gifts of mmcry and ventriloquism she

di scovered another. A map, once studied, stayed in her mnd- She could summon it up whenever she
chose. She told the astonished Wtz that it was only a nental trick, but it nerely increased his
admiration for his commander -

What she foresaw woul d happen had happened. The Regi ans had forded the Alma in strength, despite
every effort of Florian's people. Wth his irregulars as rear guard, she had ordered a genera
retreat. Cold Judgnent told her that any other course would have brought sure disaster

The Regi ans wanted a pitched battle. She would not give it. She had fallen back from Carl sbruch
refusing to let her troops be shattered by Regian artillery, and regrouped at Altus-Birkenfeld-Las
Bonbas observing that the nanme was bigger than the ham et. By retreating, she had |ost few
suppli es and saved her army. She hoarded lives like a niser

Wtz, however, despite his continuous cal culations, had thrown caution to the wind. He was in
agony at the constant retreating, though he knew it was mlitarily sound. He wanted a battle, with
hi rsel f | eading the charge. He believed it could be won.

"Beg to report," said Wtz, "your troops, including nyself, are prepared to do or die."

"1"d rather you just do," said Mckle. "The point is to have as little dying as possible. You
Col onel, | can hardly spare.”
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Wtz blushed, as he always did when his sovereign addressed himso directly. He trotted after
M ckl e, who had gone to the nmap table. He had still not | ost hope for a glorious sacrifice.

"We're not going to fight themhere," Mckle said. "Let them come on. The farther they advance,
the I onger they stretch their supply lines. W retreat and shorten ours. If they attack and we
wi t hdraw, we | eave them punchi ng away at an enpty sack. They bonbarded Carl sbruch-but we weren't
there. They wasted anmunition. W saved ours."”

Las Bonbas, still grinding on the biscuit, joined them "Excellent strategy. As an old canpai gner,
I'd be the first to recommend neeting themhead on, if | thought we'd get anything fromit. At the
monment, Florian's other people up in the Domtians are doing our work for us. Fromall reports,
they're playing the very devil with our uninvited guests. There's a new comuander, too. Col one
Kestrel or sone such; a real madman, a bloodthirsty fellow, very good at his trade."

"Luther told nme Theo was going to the Domtians." M ckle stopped short. She had tried to keep her
personal fears and feelings on one side of a barrier and the war on another. The barrier often
br oke down.

"Don't worry," said Las Bonbas. "He'll manage. He's a lad of sense and caution: good qualities, at
| east in these circunstances.”

M ckle turned again to the map, though she knew it by heart. She had, these past days, made her
own private cal cul ati ons She wondered if Wtz, despite his eager gallantry, had already done the
same and if he had cone to the sane answer. Las Bonbas, she thought, was shrewd enough to see it
wi t hout need of arithnetic. Perhaps they both knew and dared not adnmit it to thenselves. Before
the rest of her staff canme, she decided to speak her mnd to the two closest to her-

"There's no way that | can see,"” she began, glancing fromWtz to the count, "there's no way we
can do it W can't win."

Wtz | ooked stunned. Forgetting all forns of address and courtesy even toward his queen, he burst
into a stormof protest. Mckle raised her hand.

"W can't win," she repeated. "Not as things stand. We can hold themoff, yes. W can stop them
but we're not strong enough to drive themout of the kingdom"

Wtz had fallen silent, chewing mserably on his noustache. Cold rain had begun pattering against
the windows. It mixed with the distant rattle of nusketry Florian's skirm shers were busy. He
woul d demand a reckoning, Mckle knew very well. He had told her as much. There were tinmes when
she woul d gl adly have turned over the whole comrand to him and the throne into the bargain.
Nevert hel ess, she went on as cheerfully as she coul d-

"That's one thing. There's another- If we can't win, neither can the Regians-

"The days are drawing in," Mckle continued. "Wnter's conming. We'll be frozen in our tracks, both
sides. Then, next spring we'll all start again, and still be no better off. |I don't see how we can
turn the tide against them and at the nonment, | don't see how they can turn the tide agai nst us.

Meantinme, the country is ruined. It's bad enough now. It can only get worse."
"I can't disagree," said Las Bonbas, "but | don't know what we can do."
"l do," said Mckle. "I"mgoing to end it."

"Surrender?" cried Wtz, anguished. "Mijesty-that's out of the question! No, no, we can't-"

"I didn't say | was going to surrender," Mckle answered. "I said |'mgoing to end it. |I'm going
to offer peace terns."

"Mpj esty, that's the sane thing."

"No, it isn't. I won't give theman inch of Westmark. Wy should they want it in the first place?
If they stop and think, they'Il see it will be a hornet's nest for them wth all the countryside

agai nst them They' d never be able to keep order. They should be glad to get shut of it.
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"But-1"mwilling to give them sonething better: an open border, so that anyone on either side can
come and go freely."

"A fair offer," said Las Bonmbas. "Hardly enough, though- They won't settle for it."

"There's nore. The Regian ports are snall and cranped. They don't have a good one. They've been

using ours for years, and paying heavy anchorage fees. Wl |, now they can use it free. | have sonme
ot her ideas about trade and | owering customtolls, but 1'll save them and have sonething to dicker
about . "

"Now, that's a good bargain," said the count, "and | know one when | see it. By heaven, you m ght
be on to sonething."

"Maj esty," pleaded Wtz, "you can't give up all that. Think of the honor of the kingdom"

"Honor abl e weckage," said Mckle. "What I'mgiving is only fair. The fact is, | was going to do
it anyway, as it should have been done | ong before. O course," she added, "they don't have to
know that. What matters is: The terns are splendid. They'd be fools to refuse.™

"There's where the trouble cones in," said Las Bonmbas. "By the tine the generals, the statesnen,
and every piddling courtier start picking at them"

"I know all about that in the Juliana," said Mckle. "That's why | won't have anything to do with
them 1'mgoing to make the offer to King Constantine hinself."

The count snorted. "Constantine! He's only a boy, hardly nore than a child."

"Yes," Mckle said. 'That's why | expect he'll have better sense than his generals and ninisters.
I"mgoing to talk with himface to face.™

"No chance of that," said Las Bonbas. "According to al! reports, his headquarters are near Mill -
You won't persuade himto cone here."

"I don't intend to. I'mgoing there."

"Not much chance of that, either,"” said Las Bonbas. "You'll have to start with a flag of truce,
then a formal neeting with the comandi ng general, then his superior, and so on. Not to nention
Duke Conrad and a few dozen councilors. That's assunming all goes well. The whol e busi ness coul d
fall apart before it begins."

"I know that, too," said Mckle. "I won't have any business with them 1'l|l pass up the lot and go
straight to Mull. Constantine will see nme, that | promse."

"Dear girl," said Las Bonbas, "have you lost your m nd? Not possible! The valley's crawiing with
Regi ans, as we have good cause to know. "

"Exactly why they won't notice me," said Mckle. "I'Il be wearing a Regian uniform?"

She turned to Musket. "I'll count on you and sonme of your friends to get one. How you go about
doing it | leave to you."

Col onel Wtz, listening dunbstruck, at last found his voice. "But-Your Myjesty, forgive ne, | nust

protest in strongest possible terms. For you to attenpt this alone is, pernit me to say,
absol utely fool hardy. "

"You're right," said Mckle. "Wile Misket's getting a uniformfor ne, he'll get another for Count
Las Bonbas."

The count sat down on the bench- "My dear girl, this is not only lunacy, it's worth our necks. |
was a fool to take you out of Marianstat. |I'd be a fool twice over to let you try such a schene.
You'd never pull it off."

"Wth you | would," said Mckle. "You can banmboozl e anyone. You'll have no trouble as a Regian
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officer. W'll be safer than we are here. You'll forge some sort of documents and passes for us.
Speci al emissaries or whatever. Fromwhat |'ve seen of nmilitary paperwork, the nore confusing the
better. W'll get through. |I have every confidence in you."

"I can't say the sanme," replied Las Bonbas. "No. This tine | won't do it."

"Your Majesty," put in Wtz, "even if you reached the king, there is nothing to stop himfrom
seizing you as a prisoner. O, forgive me for suggesting it. executing you."

"Not likely," said Mckle. "Between nonarchs, after all, there has to be sone kind of professiona
courtesy. Very well, | admit there's a risk. My soldiers take risks every day."

"Mpjesty,"” said Wtz, "allow ne to go in your place, as your special envoy."

"I't just wouldn't be the same. No, Colonel, it's my errand and I'Il do it myself."
"Then," said Wtz, "beg to request pernmission: | shall go with you."
"I can't spare you. | need you here in command. You're to hold your position, if it's at ai

possi ble. Fall back if you nust. Under no circunstances are you to give battle or do anything
fool hardy.” She smiled at him "Leave that to ne.”

"This is highly irregular,” Wtz declared. "M litary regul ati ons say nothi ng about a nonarch
di sgui sed as an eneny soldier; but they certainly forbid a colonel to command an arny."

"I alnmost forgot," said Mckle. "You ve been made a general. Congratul ations."

She ki ssed himsoundly on both cheeks. Wtz turned crinson- Wile he continued sputtering
protests, Mckle called out to Miusket, "You, Thunbling, get a nove on. | need that uniform™

Las Bonbas took the dwarf by the arm "Wile you' re at it"-he sighed nmiserably-"you mght as well
get one for nme- Try to find one that fits."

Musket di sappeared for the rest of the day and all that night. Next norning, he was back again,
proudly displaying two Regian uniforms. Mckle did not ask how he got them and the dwarf

vol unteered no answers, remarking only that there were now a pair of naked and chilly Regians in
the eneny lines.

Las Bonbas was dissatisfied. He had resigned hinself to Mckle's plan, but found his costune
unacceptabl e. "You m ght have gotten sonething larger in the waist,” he conplained to the dwarf,
"and not so wide in the shoul ders."

"Make do," retorted Musket. "I'm your coachman, not your tailor."
"I npudence," nuttered the count. "It's the war. There's no respect for anything."

M ckl e had dressed herself as a Regian sub-lieutenant. She had renoved her royal signet ring and
hung it around her neck under her tunic. "This will do nicely," she told the count. "I'll be your
aide, and you'll do all the talking until we get to Mull."

"Bl ast that Musket," grunbled the count. "He's nade nme only a captain. He could have been
t hought ful enough to rob a major."

To make up for it. Las Bonbas rummged through his chests and pinned on an assortnment of nedals
and ribbons. He had, neantine, put the final touches on an array of false docunents.

"Wth those papers and all your decorations,”" Mckle said, "\ shouldn't wonder if they gave us a
guard of honor the whole way to Mull."

"Yes"-the count sighed-"and straight up against the nearest wall."

The rain had stopped; a cold mst had settled over the countryside. Mckle was grateful. It would
give better cover for their departure. Wtz had insisted on riding with themalnost to the Regi an
advanced positions. He had arranged for sone of the Od Guard, with Miusket's help, to cause a
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di version allowi ng the queen and the count to slip through the |ines unobserved.

"Permit nme to say. Your Majesty-
to break off.

Wtz began, blushing and stanmering so nuch that he was obliged

"Consider it said," Mckle told him "You'll hear fromus."
Las Bonbas had started. M ckle gall oped after him

In a last backward gl ance before dashing to safety anong her enenies, she glinpsed Wtz
reluctantly turning his mount, the nmost woebegone general she had ever seen

Over the follow ng days, they nade good progress. The count's nedals and docunents, and his

hi ghhanded military manner, passed them unquestioned from one headquarters to the next. Las
Bonbas, on the strength of his credentials, comandeered fresh horses and drew officer's rations.
He cheered up slightly and had even begun to imagine that Mckle's plan night succeed.

It was only at Eschbach, where they arrived |ate one evening, that they met with difficulties.
Despite the hour, the town teened with narching troops and nore than the ordinary traffic of
supply carts. At a barrier across the road, a heavily armed guard halted them Holding up a

| antern, he studied their papers closely, then called for the duty officer.

Las Bombas had broken into a sweat. Mckle's heart was in her nouth. The count, she feared, had
made sone error in their passes. The officer, on the contrary, was inpressed, far nore than M ckle
wi shed. He canme to rigid attention and saluted sharply but, to her dismay, did not allow themto
pass.

"The general mnust not niss the opportunity of neeting such a distinguished fellow officer," he
told Las Bonmbas. "You, of course, will want to pay your respects."”

"Naturally," said the count. "Nothing we should |ike better. Some other time. Qur nission is of
t he utnost diplomatic delicacy."

"All the nore reason, sir,
discuss it with you."

the officer replied. "The general will be eager to hear of it and

Las Bonbas | ooked ready to collapse. He tried nevertheless to put on as bold a face as he coul d.
"Qut of the question. Let us by, sir. W have no rine for conversation with Ceneral -ah, whoever he
is."

The officer looked at himin surprise. "Sir, have you not been advised of it? Eschbach is now
headquarters of the suprene commander hinself: General Erzcour.”

The of ficer insisted so strongly, sunmoning an escort to conduct themto staff headquarters in the
town hall, that Las Bonbas feared an outright refusal would draw dangerous attention.

"You' ve never met Erzcour? He's never seen you?" he nuttered under his breath as they wal ked their
horses through the crowded street. "No? Good. There's still a chance, then. Don't talk if you can
help it. You're only an aide, a lowy sub-lieutenant, not worth a general's gl ance."

The supreme conmmander, to the count's intense relief, was in no hurry to receive his visitors. At
the town hall, an adjutant reported that General Erzcour sent his regrets at being unable to see
themuntil breakfast next norning. The count and Mckle were taken to their billets on an upper
floor of the building, which served as both offices and sl eeping quarters.

Left by thenselves in a suite of lightly but confortably furnished chanbers, with beds and pill ows
i nstead of arny cots, the count's military bearing sagged; he paced back and forth, too agitated
to appreciate small |uxuries.

"Dammabl e traitor! As if it weren't enough to be delayed here. Erzcour, of all people!l"
"There's tine," said Mckle. "W have between now and norning to get out. It could be worse."

"It could always be worse," groaned the count, "and usually is. .Dear girl, | warned you this
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woul d conme to no good."

An orderly soon carried in a tray of food with the conplinents of the suprene commander. The

count, appetite undi m nished despite all, attacked the dishes as if they were Erzcour hinself.
"Traitor he is," said Las Bonbas, "but he puts out a reasonably good di nner. Turncoat! | hope the
day conmes when he'll be brought to book. Meantinme, 1'll eat his food out of sheer revenge."

M ckl e had gone to the wi ndow. As best she could judge, the nunber of wagons and troops had
decreased. A detachnent had apparently passed through town. She stood, continuing to watch for a
time. Somnething puzzled her. She could not define it- It was troubl esone.

The count's refreshment had brought back some of his confidence. "I'mnot sure we should try to
|l eave. W'I| be missed, that's bound to raise questions. It mght be wiser if !, at |east, saw
Erzcour. It could be too risky for you to face himunless you nust. |I'Il tell himyou' re down with

a bad case of canp fever or some such. Erzcour has too nuch on his hands to bother long with
visiting officers. The worst might be a few minutes of boring conversation." The count brightened

alittle as he went on, "In fact, | might even try talking himinto giving us an arnmed escort to
wul . "

"If anyone can do it, you can," said Mckle- "I don't know There's sonething ! have to think
about . "

"Thi nk about what happens once we're clear of this place. That's the main idea."”

Mckle still felt uneasy. "I want to take a | ook around. Something's going on. | can't put ny
finger onit. If | could see what's happening in the town-"

"What's to see but nore Regi ans? One headquarters town is hardly different fromanother. That's
one trouble with the military: little variety."

Since Mckle insisted. Las Bonbas, finally, could only agree. They left their chanbers and nade
their way downstairs through the bustling offices to the front of the town hall. Their horses, as
far as Las Bonbas coul d determ ne, had been stabled in an adjoining structure. Rather than raise
questions, Mckle thought it best to | eave their nmounts and go on foot.

The guard at the doorway refused to |l et them pass. Despite the count's bluster and rattling of
docunents under the man's nose, the Regian stood firm Wth utnost courtesy, he told Las Bonbas
that transient officers, by strict order of General Erzcour, were to remain in quarters.

"I don't nmuch like that," nuttered the count. "Confined to barracks? O ficers on an inportant

m ssion? That's an itemI'll take up with Erzcour in the norning. The fellow s not only a traitor
he's discourteous to a brother officer. Besides, it gives me a sensation |'ve unfortunately

|l earned to recogni ze over the years: It smacks of being under arrest.”

M ckl e hesitated, nore than ever anxious to investigate the town. Las Bonbas drew her away,
war ni ng that disregarding a general's orders could only lead to trouble. Reluctantly, she followed
hi m back to their quarters.

Entering the room Mckle was surprised to see a fairhaired girl bent over the saddl ebags and
bel ongi ngs Las Bonbas had | eft beside his bed. The girl straightened hurriedly and spun around-

"Here, here," cried Las Bonbas, "what's all this?"

The girl, flustered for an instant, smled and curtsied. "I'"mthe |aundress, sir- |I've cone for
your wash."

"Ah, and a charming little washerwoman you are," said Las Bombas, w nking at her and playi ng every
bit the gallant officer. "General Erzcour treats his guests well, I'Il give himthat nuch. Yes, ny
dear, |I'd be glad to have a few things done up. You nust get themback first thing in the norning,
t hough. And go lightly on the starch."

"What are you up to?" demanded M ckle, stepping forward. "W didn't ask for a |laundress."
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"No, we didn't," said Las Bonbas. "The general, | presume, wi shed to foresee our every need."

"And send soneone rummagi ng t hrough our bags?" Mckle eyed the girl sharply. "Wat are you after?
More than shirts, | shouldn't wonder."

"Just tidying up," the girl protested, dropping another curtsy. "I wanted to change your
bedcl ot hes and put these old ones in the wash."

"Most thoughtful of you."™ The count beanmed. "Now, Lieutenant, we nust let this delightful creature
go about her work."

'The sheets were fresh," said Mckle. "They didn't need changing."

"Eh?" Las Bonbas blinked. "Ah, perhaps they were. Good. It's that nuch | ess for the delicate hands
of this young |ady."

Before the | aundress could stop her, Mckle suddenly picked up t'-'e girl's basket and searched
under the runpled linen- "Here's your pistol. Mne, too."

"Tut, tut, that won't do." The count sternly eyed the girl. "Young wonen shouldn't play with
firearns, let alone steal them I'mbeginning to think my conrade-in-arnms has a point. You rmay be
a laundress, you're certainly a thief-and perhaps nore. You and |, ny dear, nust have a little

tal k about that."

The girl noved quickly, trying to dart out the door. The count seized her arm The | aundress
twisted free, lost her balance, and stunbl ed back against the wall. Before Las Bonbas coul d reach
her, she snatched a dagger from under her shaw .

"Laundress, indeed!" cried the count- "First, she wants to do our wash, then tries to assassi nate
us!"

M ckl e dropped the basket and flung herself on the girl, who struggled fiercely. The count ran to
M ckl e's aid. The laundress had nearly broken | ocose from M ckle's grasp.

"Hol d her arm" ordered Mckle. "She's not trying to kill us- She's trying to kill herself."

The sel f-styled | aundress woul d have succeeded in plunging the dagger into her own breast had not
M ckl e and Las Bonbas borne her to the floor by sheer weight and strength. The count twi sted the
weapon from her hand and threw it aside.

The girl raised her head and glared defiantly. "Go On, kill nme. Torture ne. | don't care what you
do."

"We're not going to do either," said Mckle. "But we're not letting you go until you tell us-"
The girl spat at her. "1'Il tell you nothing. Damm you, all of you."

"Gently, there, ny dear," said Las Bonbas. "You don't seemtoo fond of Regians. That's
under standable. As for the rest, you have some explaining to do."

The girl clenched her teeth. Mckle pulled her upright and sat her on the bed. "Listen to ne,"
Mckle said quietly. "W're not too fond of Regians, either." For a nmonent, she was tenpted to
tell the girl who she was, but thought better of it. "W only want to help you."

"Liar!"
"Be calm child," said Las Bonbas. "W're not exactly whom you mi ght suppose.”

"You're Regians," the laundress flung back. "That's enough.”
Las Bonmbas gl anced at M ckle. "Wat now?"

M ckl e put her hands on the girl's shoulders. "I want you to trust us, so I'mgoing to trust you
I"mgoing to tell you sonething, then you'll tell me why you were searching our roons."

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/2%20The%20Kestrel.txt (65 of 95) [12/28/2004 4:22:27 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ 29620 The%20K estrel . txt

The | aundress | ooked scornfully at Mckle, who continued: "W're on your side. There's nore to it,
but you don't need to know that. We're going to let you go. If we weren't your friends, we'd
hardly do that, would we?"

"More lies. Atrap-"
"No. Al right, I can't expect you to believe us w thout proof- Do you know of Florian?"
"Everyone does."

"I"ve met him" said Mckle. "I can describe himto you. Not enough? |I've net sone of his friends,
too. Do you know soneone cal |l ed Theo? A poet naned Stock? What about Justin?”

The | aundress pal ed. M ckle knew she had touched a deep nerve. "Justin. He was badly hurt once. |
haven't seen himfor a while, but | inmagine he shows the signs of it. Ared-haired girl, Zara.
Anot her girl they tal ked about-"

"Rina," said the laundress. "Yes- I'mRina. | believe you, but | can't understand- Wo are you?
Are you one of us?"

"Wl l-you might say so." Mckle smled. "Yet | wouldn't go quite that far. W're ail trying to
hel p each other. Now, what do you have to say?"

It took Rina a few nonments to collect her wits and accept the idea that her apparent enenies were,
in fact, her friends. "The pistols- Yes, | wanted them The townsfol k have been storing weapons.
The Regi ans, when they cane, tried to seize what was here. But we hid nost of them sabers,
muskets, pistols. W have a fair stock; we can never have too nuch, of course. W steal what we
can. We managed even to get hold of sonme grenades.”

"I't sounds to ne," said Las Bonbas, "that you've put together a nice little arsenal. Wat are you
planning to do with it?"

"When the right tine cones," answered Rina, "there's going to be an uprising. That's one secret
t he Regi ans haven't found out. Mst of the townsfolk are in on it. So am|l. Wen the signal's
given, we'll be ready. But we have to choose the best nonent. Once we conme into the open, we'll
have only one chance. W can't surprise the Regians twice. The reprisals will be terrible. So
we' ve waited, hoping the queen's army would attack and advance up the valley. Then we'd risk our
own attack. W're still waiting," Rina bitterly added. "A long tine."

"I know," said Mckle. "I hope-well, | hope the war ends before you have to do anything/'
"A conspiratorial l|aundress, eh?" said Las Bonbas, "and a lovely one into the bargain."

"More than that,"” said Rina. "I work for the raiding parties up there in the hills. | pass along
whatever | find out that could help them You were new here. | thought you m ght have nessages,
special orders. | can't understand yet what's happening in Eschbach, but |I know it's inportant.
There' ve been a lot of troop nmovenents; not many all at once, but they've been going on a good
while, and nore now. | haven't been able to get word to-to soneone naned Shrike. He's one of
Florian's officers.”

"Do you know anything of Theo?" M ckle asked. "I'd be glad for any news of him"

Ri na shook her head. "I'msorry. | don't want to say any nore. Sone things you don't need to know,
either. 1'd better go. They'll wonder what becane of ne."

"Don't forget ny laundry,"” put in Las Bonmbas. "It not only needs washing, but it's a good excuse
for you to cone back. I'mto breakfast with Erzcour tonmorrow. I'll wi nkle whatever | can out of
him™"

"l think 1'd better have breakfast with him too." said Mckle, as Rina hastily left them "I want
to hear for nyself anything he mght say. 1'll take the chance. My hair's still short enough

There's no way | can nanage a beard, but a little grine night answer- Besides, as you say, he
won't pay any mind to a sub-lieutenant."
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Las Bonbas shook his head. "lI'mnot sure it's wise. Think it over. Best yet, sleep onit, whichis
exactly what |'mgoing to do,"

Tired though she was, M ckle could not rest. She went to her chanber, but instead of trying to

sl eep, she stood again by the wi ndow. She had, finally, understood a part of what had troubl ed
her. She was angry at herself for not realizing it imediately. The nap of Westnark cane into her
mnd as clearly as if it had been spread before her eyes.

She had, at first, assuned that Erzcour was sending fresh troops to reinforce the Regian divisions
opposi ng her at Altus-Birkenfeld. The nmen and equi pnent she had seen, therefore, should have been
movi ng west. Instead, it seened they were bearing south.

He canme full awake, like an animal: instantly, silently, with no wasted notion. Beck, one of the
ori ginal conpany who had taken Rosana's place, roused him "Raven's here. Justin wants al
officers." Theo craw ed out of his burrow They had finally chosen a site above Eschbach. They
must, he and Justin had decided, prepare now for winter. Wth luck, they could settle in and not
move again for several nonths. The nen had already started buil ding durable shelters, dugouts and
| ow huts, shored up with branches, roofed over with sod and patches of turf. Justin had ordered a
|l arger structure for hinself, to serve as command post and sl eeping quarters, part dug into the
side of a slope, the rest covered with twigs and linbs, like a half-finished beaver | odge.

Theo had been dreami ng. He could not recapture what the dream had been, except it was pl easant.
Now he only felt hungry, but he was used to that and knew it would grow worse. They had, for the
time being, stopped nobst of their forays. Justin did not want to risk bringing attention to

t hensel ves or their whereabouts until they had a solid foothold. Food supplies, in consequence,
had dw ndl ed. Foragi ng | ower down anong the farns had becone too dangerous. As Theo foresaw, there
was al nost no harvest. Justin had said he would deal with that. Theo had been content to leave it
to him inpatient only to begin the raids again.

Beck strode beside him The stars | ooked enormous. Theo glinpsed other figures noving toward
Justin's lodge. "Did you tell the Monkey? I want himw th us."

"He's not m canp."”

Theo cursed between cl enched teeth. The Monkey was scavengi ng again. He told Beck to warn the
guard post. The Monkey nust report immediately to Justin. He ducked through the entry. Justin and
his other officers squatted in the wi der section, nmaps on the ground in a wash of lantern |ight.

Lut her gl anced up. Theo could tell fromhis expression that it took the nman a nonent to recognize
him It puzzled Theo, this instant when Luther stared at himas a stranger- The scrub of beard
covering Theo's cheeks, the layers of dirty clothing were to different in appearance fromthose of
the rest of the conpany. Then Luther's face broke into a grin. He nodded, clearly glad to see him
yet there seened an odd, regretful twist to his snile

Beck had rejoined Theo. Justin was now aware of the Monkey's absence. Used to his ways, he never
remarked on them This time he | ooked angry. He said only: "Raven has bad news. W're to nove."

Theo's heart sank, not only at the |labor lost but as nuch at |eaving his burrow He had felt it
was his first permanent hone since they had gone into the Domtians. "Wen?"

"Now, " Justin said. "W pull out altogether. That's fromFlorian."
"You had no idea?" said Luther. "Nothing fromRi na?"

Justin shook his head. "W ve been out of touch. This is the first we've stopped- She doesn't yet
know where we are. I'll get word into Eschbach.”

"I'"l'l handle that," said Luther. "You can't |ose tinme. You' re needed el sewhere."

Lut her bent over the map. "Florian's already sent a nessage to the queen, at Altus-Birkenfeld. W
suspected sonething was astir a while ago. Now we're sure. Look here. Eschbach's at the head of
the Sabrina valley, where it cuts sout hwest between the Dom hans and-here-this long stretch of
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foothills. It's rough country. Once through it, though, it's flatlands northward to the Vespera-
An easy road straight to Mananstat."

As Luther went on, Theo could guess what he would say. He did not want to hear it, |et alone
believe it.

"Erzcour's been given new divisions. He's sending all of themthrough the Sabrina valley. As far
as we can tell, he's also noving troops out of Carlsbruch. No doubt he'll |eave enough in place to
keep Augusta from advanci ng. Mdst of his arny. though, is going into the valley.

"He's ganbling. It will be heavy going, but short going What he loses in tine, he'll nore than
make up after he's out. He can march on Mananstat with nothing to stop him

"The queen will have to nove all the troops she can spare So will Florian. To-here." Luther put a
finger on the map. "To La Jolie, one of the Montnollin estates.

"You're to join Florian there. It's a waste of time nowtrying to nip Erzcour's flank; a flea
biting an el ephant. Besides, he can afford sending up enough detachnents to sweep out all of you
Fl orian needs you with him He'll give you new orders at La Jolie."

Lut her sat back on his heels. "That's all. W stop Erzcour at La Jolie and hold rill winter, or it
ends there."

"Can we do it?" Theo asked.

"I don't know. W've got no choice, do we? If you clear out fast enough, if you go through the
foothills and keep ahead of Erzcour's advance guard, it's not inpossible- W ganble, too. A snall
nunmber travels faster than his heavy brigades."

Luther went on for a while, explaining details and answering questions fromJustin and the
officers. When it was over and they began filing out of the |odge, Luther took Theo's arm

"A shane about Stock."

"Yes."

"The man taking his place. Kestrel. He's done well."

"Yes. | suppose so."

Lut her | ooked at himfor a long nmoment. "You're Kestrel, aren't you."

It was not a question, but a flat statenment. At first, it surprised Theo. He hesitated an instant,
then curtly nodded. He did not ask how Lut her had known or how he had guessed. Luther said no nore
about it. To Theo, it seened Luther had | ooked at himthen with a terrible sad ness-

The Monkey was back, standing in front of the | odge, laughing with some of the troopers as the
nmeeti ng ended. The sky had begun to lighten. Their breath snoked as they chivvied one another and
j oked back and forth. Justin had stepped fromthe entry.

"You shoul d have been here. Monkey," Justin said coldly. "I"Il go over it all with you later. GCet
ready to nove out. See to the cannon.”

The Monkey gave an apol ogetic hal f-salute and bobbed his head. "Good thing | did better than
usual. You'll be glad for extra rations if we're breaking canmp again."”

The man, Theo noticed, had put down two | arge sacks. He had al ready shared sone of the contents
with a couple of the troopers, who were gratefully munching away.

"I''d have tried for nore, if 1'd known," said the Monkey. "Bl oody farm wench kicked up such a row.
They're a shrewd lot. They've got who knows what-all squirreled away, and lie to your face and
swear there's not another scrap in the house. Civilians' She had a good | esson, though."

The Monkey chuckl ed and wi nked. Theo halted. "Wat do you nean?"
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The Monkey made a vague notion with his hands. Justin, who had been |listening, cane closer

"You mi nd what you're about. Mnkey," he said. "No nore of this scavenging, not while we're on the
march. You were out nost of the night this tine. That's already too nmuch of a risk."

"I'd have been back |ong since," answered the Mnkey, "if the damed Regi an patrol hadn't cone
by." He grinned proudly. "They couldn't hold me |ong, not those |unpheads."

"You got caught?" Theo dermanded. "Mnkey, you're a damed fool. How did you get away?"
"Easy," said the Monkey. "Once we got to Eschbach-"

"They took you into Eschbach?" Justin broke in. "Wat then?"

"Wuy, Colonel, it wasn't anything, you know. They didn't give ne any trouble."

Lut her had cone forward. "How | ong did they keep you there?"

"No tinme at all. | gave themthe slip.
recruits.”

The Monkey | aughed and shook his head. "A sorry lot. Raw

"Lucky they let you keep the food," said Luther.

"It cost ne sonme of it," said the Monkey. "A couple bottles of wine before they let ne go." "You
said you gave themthe slip," Theo put in. "Yes, well, you see that was after they got done

questi oni ng ne about-"

The Monkey stopped short and cl anmped his mouth shut. Justin's face went white*' He seized the
Monkey by the front of his jacket. "Questioned? Wiat did you tell thenP”

"Not hi ng!" blurted the Mnkey. "Nothing! Colonel, | swear to heaven!"

Justin | ooked about to throttle him The Monkey's eyes darted back and forth. It was the first
time Theo had seen hi m show fear-

"Let be," ordered Luther, his face grave. Justin relaxed his grasp

"W have to nmake some sense of this," said Luther. "He was caught. He was questioned. W know t hat
much. We don't know what, if anything, they got out of him"

The Monkey began swearing again that he had told nothing. "Only lies' Only a lot of rubbish! Those
fool s believe any kind of nonsense." Luther spoke aside to Theo. "If he did tal k. what could he
have spilled? How nmuch does he knowr"

"He knows everything," said Theo, in growing alarm "He knows where this canp is and how nmany of
us And- Lut her, he knows that Rina's working for us in Eschbach."

This sanme realization had struck Justin. His scar clenched and uncl enched, draw ng up one side of
his face. "Did you say the slightest word about Lapw ng?"

"Not one!" The Monkey changed his tone to a sort of joking, cajoling plea. "Wy, you know ne
better than that. Col onel- You' ve known nme fromthe first. Al we've been through-"

Justin did not reply. The Monkey rounded on Theo. "You know ne, too. Very well do we know each
ot her. Conrades- You couldn't have gotten by without it. That's a fact. | stayed with you, didn't
| ? Ch, we've seen each other in action. Side by side, close as brothers-"

"Yes," Theo burst out. "Yes, Mnkey, we've been one and the sane'-"

"We'I|l settle it once and for all,"” Justin said. "This is a court-nmartial, here and now. W& three
of ficers shall conduct it." He glanced at Theo. "Wat do you say?"

"If he's telling the truth, no harmdone. If he's lying, he m ght have sold us out and Rina, too.
We can't know for sure."
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Justin turned to Luther. "You?"
"I'f you believe him let himoff with a reprimand," said Luther- "If you don't believe him shoot
him™"

Justin was nmaking an iron effort to control hinself. If Theo had never seen the Mnkey so fearful
he had never seen Justin so ravaged, his face livid, his hands shaking. H's voice was cold and
pr eci se.

"I must take into account that this is one of nmy best nen. | nust take into account that we could
not have done as well without him | nust take into account that, to ny know edge, he has never
lied to nme. | must take into account that he may be lying now "

Justin's voice rose to a high, strained pitch. "I nust take into account that he m ght have

betrayed us here. That he night have betrayed Rina-"

At the nane, he faltered, alnpbst unable to keep on. Until now, Theo had never inmmgi ned Justin
| oving anyone. Rina, he knew, |oved Justin. That Justin felt as nuch for her had not occurred to
him Yet, Theo suddenly knew this was the case.

"Rina-" Justin was saying. "The possibility exists. Since it does, | can not afford the benefit of
the doubt. Sentence of death-"

Bef ore the words were out of Justin's nouth, the Monkey, cursing, spun around and flung . hinself
past the nearby troopers. He ran full speed to the edge of the canp. Justin, eyes wild, raced
after him

The Monkey turned, hastily drew his pistol, and fired. The shot nissed. The Mnkey plunged into
the undergrowth, Justin at his heels.

Stunned an instant, Theo dashed after them He heard Luther call out but did not glance back. He
shoul dered his way through the bushes, twi gs snapping in his face. The light was dim he could
barely make out the running figures ahead of himand went half blindly, follow ng their sounds.

H s boot caught on a dead branch- He went sprawling, the breath knocked out of him In the tine it
took himto scranble up, Justin had distanced him The Mnkey, a clever woodsnman, dodged anong the
trees. In other circunstances, the Monkey could have well outrun a pursuer. Justin, driven by
sheer strength of will, was little by little closing the gap between them As the woods thinned
out, Theo caught sight of them again.

He was about to press on when he glinpsed sonething el se and st opped short- The sky had
brightened, and for an instant he thought it was the gleam of sun on the | eaves. He saw now it was
the glint of nuskets. He shouted, but he was too distant, his warning unheard.

The Regi an patrol opened fire. He saw the Mnkey pitch forward and topple to lie notionless.
Justin swung up his pistol, uncertain which way to rumas the Regi ans set upon him from both
si des.

They had seized himand were draggi ng himoff despite his struggling. Theo sprang ahead, half
sobbing with despair. The patrol and their prisoner vanished into the undergrowmh. He foll owed
nevert hel ess until, noments later, he saw the Regi ans had untethered their horses. Justin, bound,
had been flung across a saddle. The patrol was maki ng for Eschbach

Beaten, without hope of overtaking them Theo turned and ran up the slope. Luther suddenly was in
front of him with sonme of the troopers. Theo gasped out what he had seen. Luther took his arm and
roughly set himnoving toward the canp.

Theo fought against him shouting that they could not |eave Justin, that they nust get him back

"Clear out of this," Luther snapped. "It's too late."

"He's alive. They're taking himto Eschbach."” A further horror dawned on him "If they question
hi n? Torture hin? He knows-"
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"I't doesn't matter," Luther said bluntly. You'll be gone. You can't help him you can't help

Ri na."

"No- Damm you, Luther, I won't |eave him™"

"You will." Luther gripped himby the shoulders. "You're in comand. You'll follow Florian's
orders, hear? You'll do it now Myve out your people. Colonel Kestrel."

"Yes, I'"'min comand," Theo cried. "I'ma field conmander, 1'Il follow Florian's orders as best |

see them W're going for Justin."”
"You're mad. You'll |ose the whole conpany.™

"No. We can do it. The whol e conmpany won't go with ne. Let half start for La Jolie. Beck will
command them The rest, with ne. | want the cannon, too. Go with Beck. We'll catch up with you."

"You forget sonething," said Luther. "I'mnot under your orders."
"Do as you pl ease, then."

"You're not only a fool, you're a bad officer." Luther paused. "I'mattaching nyself to your
command. " Then he grinned. "If you' d obeyed those orders, |'d have gone to Eschbach by nyself."

The suprene conmmander was in excellent spirits, a condition remarkably different fromhis

unpl easant days at the king's headquarters. Mntnmollin had gone; where and to do what did not

i nterest Erzcour. The baron had becone i npossible. Erzcour, anguishing over joining the Regian
staff, had spent many a sl eepless night, and Montnollin had not appreciated the pain of his
deci sion. Erzcour was relieved to see what he hoped was the | ast of him

Ki ng Constantine, at the end of summer, had al so beconme insufferable, nmeddling in mlitary affairs
that did not concern himand that he did not understand Erzcour woul d have been happier if the
king did not exist. Duke Conrad felt the sane and had said as nmuch Erzcour and the duke dealt very
well with each other Erzcour disliked the nman and had no doubt the feeling was mutual. At heart,

t hey understood each other, which, perhaps, was the best reason for their dislike.

in any case, there had been inportant progress. He had been given all the supplies and troops he
had asked for The added units had allowed himto devise a new strategy, an excellent canpaign plan
He had, at the duke's insistence, conferred with Cabbarus. The fell ow had nade some trivi al
suggestions, then tried to claimcredit for the entire strategy. It was infuriating, but Erzcour
put Cabbarus from his thoughts and devoted hinself to his work, which he saw as a nobl e endeavor.
Honor and | oyalty, he had at |ast cone to understand, nust be taken in the broadest and nost
unsel fi sh aspect. Serving Regia, he was nost truly serving his country- By the end of the
canpai gn, he woul d surely be carrying the baton of a field nmarshal -

The presence of his two visitors added zest to the general's norning, though he was gl ad that
Captain Blossanis aide was not on his staff. He knew the sort. no doubt a younger son of
excel l ent, perhaps noble, famly, his conmi ssion bought, the war an amusenent Too fine of bone for
a soldier, something of a slimdandy, a bit foppish, not altogether unlike Constantine. Erzcour
deli berately ignored him The excellent breakfast cleared away,'-Erzcour wished to hear details of
Bl ossam s mi ssion

For his part, sweating with fear under his uniform Las Bonbas wi shed to say as little as possible
and as quickly as possible. "Excellency, it is a matter of extreme sensitivity and delicacy."

"In other words: political," replied Erzcour He disdained politicians and di pl omats, and di sdai ned
even nore those officers who considered thenmsel ves as such. It was, he felt, a corruption of their
nmlitary duty.

"Say, instead, an affair of highest inport." Las Bonbas nade a pretense of digestive relaxation
| eani ng back

in his chair while he of fhandedly continued- "I should prefer not to reveal it, even to Your
Excel l ency, and only stress its urgency. | confess, sir, | did not expect to be restricted to
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quarters, comodi ous t hough they were."

"The restriction no longer applies. You are quite at |iberty now There was, naturally, a good
reason for it."

"May one ask?"

"OfF course." Erzcour felt expansive and indul gent, happy for the occasion to denonstrate the

superiority of mlitary maneuver over the diplomatic. "It was, essentially, a precaution. Secrets-
even di pl omatic ones- cannot be kept too long. But we nust try. Indeed, Captain, the secret is
quite open as of this instant, and will be soon quite dear to our enemies. To their despair, | am

delighted to say."

M ckle, in her hunmble rank as Sub-Lieutenant M chael, bit her tongue. It was all she could do to
keep silent while the count and Erzcour wasted tine in politenesses. She was frightened, though
not by fear of discovery. As the count prom sed, Erzcour had given her only the nost casua
scrutiny. During the night, however, bits had fallen one by one into pile. She was by no neans
certain; she could only hope she was wrong.

"It is of true mlitary el egance,"” Erzcour said. "In a word. Captain, we shall now proceed to win
the war."

"Ah-as we all hope to do," said Las Bonbas.
"Not by your methods. Captain," said Erzcour. "By honest soldiering."

Erzcour got up and went to his wall map. "Beautifully sinple. You grasp it inmediately, do you
not? W march through the Sabrina valley. Once we strike easy terrain, we swing north past an
estate called La Jolie. And fromthere to Marianstat."

M ckl e's heart sank- Erzcour had, unwittingly, told her the last thing she needed to know. She had
al ready understood the danger of a Regian thrust exactly as Erzcour described it. To do so, she

al so knew, depended on Regia's willingness to comrt new divisions, at huge expense. Her only
guestion: Wuld Regia accept such a burden? She had her answer. Her thoughts swung frantically

bet ween two points. She nust be at the head of her army; she nust reach Constantine. One or the

ot her-she could not do both. She nust be out of Eschbach i mediately, though she feared it might
be too late for either course

Erzcour kept on, while Mckle went silently nad with inpatience. "And so, you understand, Captain,
I wished sinply to keep transient officers-indeed, all officers even of field grade-from
committing indiscretions of conversation with civilians, especially with the charm ng | adi es of
Eschbach. This is no | onger necessary. Qur novenents are well in train, nothing can stop them In
addition, even nore -inportantly, | chose to avoid the risk of officers being captured by these
gangs of bandits and terrorists that so plague us. They would not hesitate to torture a captive
for any information they m ght gain. We have proof. They are savages, they obey no rul es of
decent, civilized warfare.

"The i nfanobus Kestrel, for exanple. He is the npbst aboni nable, ruthless-no, he shares that
distinction with another we know to be called Shrike. They shall be rooted out, to the |ast of
them"

Er zcour went back to his desk. "Wuld you care to see a real live terrorist? It would be an
education for you lofty diplomatic warriors. W caught one last night. Then we let himgo."

"An unusual act of nercy," said Las Bonbas. "But if he is no |onger here-"

"W do not show mercy to their sort. W have our little ganmes, too." Erzcour chuckled. "Yes, we
caught this fellow looting, a crime in itself. W persuaded himto see reason, and set himon his
way again. We planned for himto show us where Shnke had set up new headquarters; not for

i medi ate action, but rather like playing a fish. The fellow was to rejoin his gang and report
back to us fromtime to time. Wether he woul d have kept his word is open to question- W shal
never know. He nmet, you see, with a m sadventure.
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"To nake up for it, we have an even better specinen. It nmay well be Shrike hinself, we are not
certain. W are, shall | say, in process of deternining that. Cone al ong, Captain. And your aide
It will be all the nore salutary and instructive for the young gentl eman.”

Neit her M ckle nor Las Bonbas had tine to consider the general's invitation. Erzcour had already
taken the count's arm conducting himfromthe office to the end of the corridor and down a few
steps, with Mckle follow ng, struggling to conpose herself.

The general ushered theminto one of the archive chanbers now serving as an interrogati on room
The single wi ndow had been heavily coated with black paint, the cabinets rearranged to nmake room
for a witing table and bench. Papers were heaped in the comer, bits of food strewn on the fl oor.
A sour snell hung in the room where a soldier was noppi ng away a puddl e of water. Two officers in
shirt sleeves stood beside the man bound to a chair.

The Regi ans stiffened to attention at sight of Erzcour, who took one of the candles fromthe table
and went to the prisoner. The man was unconsci ous, his head |oll ed.

"CGentlenen, let me present our guest." Erzcour beckoned to Las Bonbas and M ckle. "A discourteous
one; it seens he has decided to take a nap."

One of the officers reported that the man refused to answer questions. Erzcour shrugged. "He
will." He turned to the count. "It will follow a pattern- First, insolent refusal. Bravado-for a
whil e. Sooner or later, he will answer everything and give us even nore than we ask. They all do,
you know. A matter of tine and patience. In this case, we wish to shorten the tine. Qur patience
too, is short."

Erzcour raised the nan's face. Despite the bruises and the tangle of clotted hair covering the
brow, M ckle recognized Justin inmredi ately. She nearly cried out. Las Bombas pal ed and nade a
smal | sound in his throat.

"Unsettling to you?" Erzcour sniled and shook his head. "W conduct our own fashion of diplomacy
here. | assure you, we shall have nore truth out of this fellow than ever came froma mnister of
state.

"Can you rouse hin?" Erzcour asked the officer. "Captain Bl ossam woul d appreciate the opportunity
of posing a few questions of his own. He might have better success. You, evidently, have had none
what ever . "

The officer flinched under his comuander's eye and notioned for the soldier to pick up the water
bucket. At that nonent, Erzcour's adjutant came into the room

"Eh? What's this about?" asked Erzcour. The adjutant drew his chief aside and whi spered hastily in
his ear. Erzcour's good spirits evaporated, his face turned a dull red. H s subordinate continued
mur mur i ng somet hing M ckle strained uselessly to hear. Erzcour slammed the candl ehol der down on
the table.

"Absurd! This goes too far! Insufferable!" He turned to Las Bonbas. "Like all famlies, our
mlitary household has its occasional inconveniences. One of themis about to happen. | nust
attend to it. Return, please, to my office. | shall rejoin you shortly."

M ckl e woul d have hung back as Erzcour stanped out of the room Las Bonbas pulled her away,
muttering, "Do as he says- Nothing else for it at the noment."

Wth Mckle racking her brain and insisting they could not |eave Justin as he was, they hurried

down the corridor. "Poor devil," murnmured the count. "I see no help for him Your idea's blown sky-
hi gh, too. Start back now Wth everything else astir, we'll be lucky to reach Altus-Birkenfeld."
"l have to think it out,"” said Mckle. "There's too nuch all at once. Wtz is there, he'll do his

best-"
Ri na had suddenly cone around the coner and hurried up to them Her face was nottled, her eyes

puf fy. She nmade a show of | ooking through her |aundry basket, and the passersby saw nothi ng but
the unremarkabl e sight of a | aundress taking up sone natter of business with two Regian officers.
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"He's alive," Mckle said hastily before Rina could speak. "Yes, | know it's Justin. W saw him
"They'll torture him" Rina was half sobbing. "They'Il kill him finally, no matter what."

"Hush, hush," put in Las Bonmbas. "You'll have people staring." He raised his voice "Yes, ny dear
in the mtter of shirts-"

"He's told themnothing,”" Mckle said to Rina "Wrst is they have the idea he. m ght be-what did
they call him Shrike."

"He is'" Rina cried. "Don't you understand? He's the commnder-"
"Keep your voice down," muttered Las Bonbas. "Ah, yes. The question of starch-"

"My friends told me he was brought here," said Rna "W've tried to find a plan. They're willing.
They' Il get himfree sonehow. W're ready, all of us- | can give the word."

"Do nothing," Mckle ordered. "Not right now. Do you hear me?" Rina, she saw, was in a terrible

state "Listen. When Erzcour cones back, I'll ask to see Justin again. | don't know what |'Il do.
At least 1'll be on hand I'lIl manage to keep them from doing worse to him"
She broke off. The adjutant had appeared, surprised to find themstill in the hall. Las Bomnbas

stamered an excuse about his wash- The adjutant led themto Erzcour's office.

"Insanity," cried Las Bonbas as soon as the door had closed. "Little fool! She'll set the whole
town by the heels. For the sake of one man? She's gone mad."

"No," said Mckle. "She's sinply in love with him"

"Worse!" groaned Las Bonbas. "Wio knows what folly she'll commit' Gracious heaven, she told us
hersel f; Once the townsfol k show their hand, it's do or die-and die in any case. Yes, they m ght
get himout. Wat then? It's the end for all of them"

Las Bonbas cl anped his nouth shut. Erzcour had cone in. The general's tenper had not inproved. No
sooner had he sat down than Mckle, to the count's dismay, spoke up

"What ? What, sir, have you to say?" Erzcour turned his annoyance on this junior officer who had
ventured to address himdirectly and w thout pernission

"Sir, concerning your prisoner-"

"My aide was greatly inpressed," Las Bonmbas put in. "He wi shes to observe further."

"Ah?" Erzcour raised his eyebrows. "I had thought it mght be strong neat for the lieutenant's
stomach. Perhaps, after all, there is hope for him Yes, of course. It will be all the nore
instructive now. | have sumobned a nopst excellent individual, an expert in these cases. |, too,

hope to see truly professional nmethods. Excuse nme. Captain, for a few nmonents."

Er zcour began scribbling a rapid succession of nenoranda. He was still witing when his adjutant
ushered in a new visitor. In nodestly drab but welt-tailored clothing, the man was short and
dunmpy. He carried a soft hat in one hand, in the other, a black |eather case The count's jaw
dropped. Horrified, he fumed wi de eyes on M ckle, whose face had gone ashen

It was Skeit. Hardly glancing at two minor officers, the little nman went straight to Erzcour and
bobbed his head in a cheerfully fam liar but nost unnmilitary greeting. Erzcour put down his pen

"Here we are, sir," Skeit began. "Soonest possible | took a little while choosing all | thought
was needed- tools of the trade, as you might say it saves running back for sonme little item one
m ght overl ook Mdre haste, |ess speed, as it were."

"Yes, yes," Erzcour said inpatiently. "It's your business, not nine."

"As you say, sir." Skeit winked a pink-rimed eye. "W all have our specialties."
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"I hope to join you later," said Erzcour "It would be gratifying to see a craftsman at work. W
still have something to learn fromfellows |ike you. Meantine, these officers will observe your
met hods. Unl ess, of course, you have your little professional secrets."

"Only skill, nothing secret,” answered Skeit. "I shall be honored."

Er zcour waved a hand. "Captain Blossam H s aide."

Skeit bowed. "Gentlenen. Now, if you'd be kind enough to follow ne." Skeit turned away, then
turned back again, frowning. He shook his head, blinked for a nmonent.

"CGeneral," Skeit declared, "these are not Regian officers." He notioned with his head toward Las
Bonbas. "This one-"

"How dare you!" cried Las Bonbas. "You nistake yourself, sir, and inpugn ne at the sane tinme, you
det est abl e weasel !'"

Had there been doubt at all in Skeit's nmind, the count's outburst settled it. "Spies' Arrest them
sir instantly!"

Er zcour had junped to his feet. That sane nmonent, his w ndow shattered under a volley of nusketry-
Mckle cried out. There was sharp firing in the street. Shouts of alarmrang in the corridor-
Erzcour, wi thout question or hesitation, snatched a pistol fromhis desk.

Before he could aim Rina burst through the door. Behind her, the corridor was in an uproar. Shots
rattled down the hallway. Some of the arnmed townspeople had already forced their way into the

buil ding. Rina halted no nore than a second. Seeing Erzcour with pistol raised, she sprang forward
and threw herself on him Erzcour, under the sudden assault, stunbled back, his weapon di scharging
inair.

M ckl e and Las Bonmbas ran to help the | aundress struggling with Erzcour. Skeit, quick as an adder,
darted ahead of them His armscarcely seemed to nove. A thin blade shot fromhis sleeve into his
hand. R na whinpered and feil back. Shouting in rage. Las Bonbas seized the pudgy man by the
throat. Skeit drove his knee into the count's belly and sprang away-

M ckl e dropped to her knees beside Rina. The girl stared at her, unseeing. Wth a cry, Mckle
turned fromthe body and struck at Erzcour, who had begun rel oadi ng his pistol

That same instant, a townsman with a nusket |eaped over the body of the adjutant in the doorway.
O hers followed. The first fired point-blank at Erzcour, then ran forward, dubbing the genera
with his nusket even before he fell.

Skeit had vani shed. Las Bonbas seized Mckle, roaring for her to get out. The townsmen had fallen
on Erzcour, striking at himwith their nusket butts. One of the men, turning away for a nonent,
sighted M ckle and the count, and shouted for his conrades

"Run for it!" bellowed Las Bonbas. "They think we're Regians'"

Lut her had insisted. Wile half the conpany, under Beck, set out for La Jolie, the gray-haired
Raven refused to hear any protest from Theo.

"1"I'l go to Eschbach first," Luther told him "Alone. | know the town. You don't. | can find out
where they're keeping him The town hall is ny best guess. But exactly where? He may not be alive-
In which case"-Luther grinaced and shook his head-"in which case, you'll drop the whol e busi ness

and get on your way as fast as you can."

"And if he's alive?" Theo's horse was al ready saddl ed. Theo had slung a nmusket over his shoul der.
He stood beside Luther, shivering a little in the cold dawn.

"We'll see- |'Il get back as soon as possible. W'll decide then."

"Rina? If she's in danger. | want her out of there."”
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"If possible."”
"It will be. W'll nake it so."

Though Luther had insisted on following his owmn course, Theo was firmy set on the rest of the
plan. He and his part of the conpany would halt as close to Eschbach as they dared. Thus, Luther
could rejoin themw t hout del ay.

"You'll |ose hours if you conme back here,"” said Theo. "We'll wait for you as long as it takes.
can be in position alnpst at the outskirts of town.™"

"Broad daylight? If you' re attacked?"

"That will be ny affair

The cannon had been hitched to the linber, the conpany was ready- Theo signaled themto nove out.
Lut her objected no further. However, as they started fromthe hills, Theo sensed that the ol der
man woul d have preferred his own solitary nethods. They said little to each other al ong the way.
Luther's face was hard, he seened caught up in his thoughts. The sun had cone out, it would be a
bri ght day-

Theo felt alnost |ighthearted, the same gi ddi ness coming over himas it did at the outset of each
raid. He was glad for Luther's help, though he would have done no differently without it.

He wi shed only one thing: for the Monkey to be alive and with him

Everyt hi ng suddenly changed. Near Eschbach, Theo inmagi ned that he heard firing. It puzzled him It
could hardly be possible; yet, the closer they came, the I ouder the sound. Finally, it was

unm st akabl e. He and Luther rode forward until they had a clear sight of the town. Theo pressed
his eye to the spyglass. After a nonent, he handed over the gl ass.

"See for yourself. They're fighting in the streets.” Luther squinted in turn. A look of joy and

bewi | derment had cone over his face. "Lunatics! Insurrection? Fools' They can't hold. They'll be
wi ped out. It's madness-heaven hel p them but what great nmadness' There go your plans, |ad. \Wat
now?"

"Now? W support them"

He did not wait for Luther's reply, he did not hear if Luther made one. He did not even renmenber
giving the signal to his conpany. There was only the horse straining under him the hoof beats
Jolting, and the screaming in his ears. These were Kestrel's people behind him They had begun
their cry as they galloped into the heart of the town.

He had | ost track of Luther. In the square, when Theo sprang fromthe saddle, he glinpsed him
again. Luther had run toward an overturned wagon serving as makeshift barricade and strong point
at the near side of the square.

The cannon, finally, had cone rattling over the cobbles, the horses drawn up, rearing. He shouted
for the gunners to unlinber it. One wrg of the town hall was ablaze. From a wi ndow, a bul ky shape
dangl ed awkwardly at the end of a rope. It appeared to be wearing a general's uniform The face
was covered with bright splotches |like scarlet flowers

Lut her had conme back, beside hima heavyset nan with a bush of red hair over a powder-streaked
face. A tradesman of sone sort, he had kept his apron on; a red ribbon, the ends |ong and | oose,
was tied around his arm The streaners gave hima festive took

"Col onel, have your nen direct sone fire there-" He pointed to the upper stories of the town hall
"W have nost of the ground floor, but a lot of Regians are holding out in the tower. They're
shooti ng down at our people.”

"Tell the gunners what you want," Theo said. "Tell them| ordered it."

"He thinks they'll soon have Justin," Luther said.
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"He's alive, in an interrogation room They're trying to break himout through a w ndow "

" R| na?n

"They found her body. They'll try to bring it out, too.

Wth a cry of rage, Theo started for the wagon, notioning sone of the conpany to follow The
sudden roar of the cannon nade his ears sing. The gunners crowed as a comer of the tower crunbled.
Anot her ball hit nore squarely. They rel oaded and continued firing until the redheaded tradesman
waved his arns for themto train the piece on a Regian troop galloping froma side street.

Theo crouched by the wagon. At the housefronts around the square, he glinpsed what seenmed at first
to be heaps of rags. He noticed, then, red arnbands fluttering fromthem

Justin's fieldpiece was proving its worth. The Regian attack had broken before the gunners
exhausted their ammunition. Some of the Regians, however, had dashed into the buildings to
continue firing fromthe upper w ndows- At the opposite conmer, in the shadow of the town hal
itself, a band of townspeople exchanged sharp volleys with a squad of foot troops. Despite the
cover of another wagon and a hastily nade breastwork of |unber, the townsnen were hard pressed and
coul d not advance. Theo notioned for his conpany to reinforce them He unslung his nmusket. He and
Lut her dashed across the square.

He caught sight, then, of a few nen running from behind the building, among them a pal e-haired
figure. He shouted for his nmen to quicken their fire to keep the Regians fromturning nusketry on
Justin and his fleeing rescuers- A bullet sang past Theo's head, another splintered the wagon
shaft as he stepped away fromthe breastwork, beckoning to Justin.

The Regian fire slackened. Theo's narksnen were taking their toll. Justin, gasping, scranbled over
the wagon. He stared at Theo.

"Damm you!" Justin shouted. "Damn you! Wat have you done?”

Instead of gratitude, Justin's anger struck Theo full in the face and, bew | dered, he could only
stamer, "We cane for you-"

"You had orders. You should have gone."
"l wasn't going to | eave you here,"” Theo flung back. "They'd have tortured you."

"They did. You thought I'd have broken? No. | told themnothing. | never would, no matter what
they did Fool! You could have | ost the whol e conpany- How many | ost now?"

Justin's violet eyes blazed out of the nass of bruises. He gave a cry like a hurt animal. "Rina's
dead. Do you know that? She's dead! |If you'd foll owed orders-"

"The uprising had already started. It wasn't our doing. W'd have saved her if we could. W knew
the danger. Luther knew it. He'd have tried to get you out, no matter."

Lut her had not spoken. Theo turned to him The grayhaired nan was | eani ng agai nst the wagon, his
head resting on the wooden shaft. His |eathery face was calm but his eyes were blank. There was
no sign of a wound.

Only when Theo ran to himdid he see the stain spreading over his shirtfront.

Theo's fury at the sight rose higher than Justin's. He ran to the comer of the breastwork, he
woul d have thrown hi nself bare-handed agai nst the Regian troops. H s rage found its target.

Froma wing of the town hall, two Regian officers had galloped their horses into the square and
turned sharply away, heading for a side street. Theo brought up his rmusket and fired.

One of the Regians slunped forward in the saddl e as the horse plunged on. The second officer's
nmount shied, reared, and pitched its rider to the ground.

Theo flung away the nusket and drew his saber. He was upon the man before the Regi an regai ned his
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feet. He swng up the blade. The Regian tw sted around, arnms rai sed agai nst the bl ow

Theo halted the stroke in mdair. The blade fell fromhis hands. He stared into the terrified face
of Count Las Bonbas -

In the nmonment it took the count to recognize him Theo had pulled himto his feet. Las Bonbas paid
no heed to Theo's blurted questions.

"M ckle!" shouted Las Bonbas- "It was M ckle!"

Theo at first understood nothing. The count brought his face closer. "She's with me! W were
escapi ng. You shot her!"

Theo staggered at the count's words. His rage vani shed, driven out by the new horror of what he
had done. Everything around himturned to nightmare. The stench of old bl ood caught in his throat.
He saw Stock's body again, and the Monkey, the kestrel's shrieking rang in his ears. Al of it had
brought himto this and had, finally, swept away even M ckle.

Justin had followed. "No prisoners. Kill him Have done."

Theo rounded on him "It's Las Bombas. You know him He was here with Mckle. |I nmay have killed
her . "

Justin still did not conprehend. Las Bonbas had caught the reins of his horse and was urgi ng Theo
to hurry.

Theo ran back to where he had |l eft his nmount- Las Bonbas, in the saddl e, set his horse between
Theo and Justi n.

"Listen to ne!" cried Las Bonbas. "W had to dress as Regi ans. The queen was on her way to Mill.
Queen Augusta, don't you understand? She could be badly hurt. O killed-"

"Not the only one," Justin flung back. "Queen? Wiat do | care for any of her I|ike!"

The redheaded tradesnan, apron spattered, had come up with sone of his conrades. "W have the
town. It's ours now. "

Justin spun around. "You have nothing. Yours? You can't hold it. They'll send reinforcenments."
"Yes, but we'll hold it awhile." The nman grinned bleakly. "W're all dead nen, | know that.
There's a troop on the way. W'll stand themoff a tine. Enough to let you take your men out. You

can't help us, but we can help you."

Theo, nmounted, rode to the count's side. Justin snatched at the reins. "You follow orders. GCet
your peopl e together."

"You're in conmand again,
Mckle."

Theo cried. "Take them out yourself. You don't need ne. |I'mgoing after

Justin made an enormous effort to control hinself H's voice was ice- "You know what this neans.
Desertion under fire. Court-martial. |I'Il overlook it if you start this instant for La Jolie. You
don't understand what you're doing."

"I understand exactly what |'m doing." Theo wheel ed his horse. Leaving justin in the square, he
galloped in the direction Mckle had taken. Las Bonbas beside him

Hopi ng she had halted only a little distance away, Theo cast an eye into every coner. He saw no
riderless horse, no sign of Mckle. The firing had started again.

As far as he could judge, M ckle had not gone toward the high Domrians, but westward out of
Eschbach into the foothills. He pressed on. Las Bonbas heaving and panting behind him H s horse
was | athered by the tinme they reached the first fringe of woodl and. The count begged himto halt
and reined up his own nount. '
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The stretch of woods |ay bare and enpty. Theo strained his ears for sone sound anong the dead
| eaves. "She's gone farther. She'll have to stop sonewhere.”

Las Bonbas had begun stripping off his Regian tunic. "This wetched thing nearly cost our lives in
the town hall. They took us for Regians there, it was all we could do to outrun them Then, you!"

"How could | know? | kill Regians."

"You kill wuniforms!" retorted Las Bonbas. His face softened. He | ooked sadly at Theo. "I'msorry.
You couldn't help it. Yes, ny boy, we'll find her. Gve nme a nonent. |I'mnot quite over the shock
seeing you this way.

"I couldn't believe ny eyes," Las Bonbas went on "My dear boy, | hardly knew you. You | ooked Iike
a madnman. | could have taken you for-why, even for that bloodthirsty fellow, Kestrel."

"I am Kestrel," Theo said. "No. | was Kestrel."

Weasel had recovered, but Sparrow still worried about him a new sensation for her. Before, as
much as he had exasperated her and tried her patience, she had never been seriously anxi ous about
his well-being. Wasel had never been ill a day in his life.

Soon after they had w tnessed the burning of the great house, he had fallen sick; Sparrow could
not imagi ne what ailed him He seened feverish, yet his brow did not feel hot or even especially
warmto her touch. The two water rats had fled into the woods that night, hiding there as if
pursued by sonething nonstrous, terrifying, and nanel ess. Weasel, despite the confortabl e nest
Sparrow made for himin the underbrush, tossed fitfully and slept little; when he did sleep, he
whi npered and yel |l ed and ended by waki ng hi nsel f up.

Sparrow t ended hi m as best she could. She had stolen anple food. Wasel refused it. She realized
he nmust be sick indeed, but had no idea what to do for him She continued her nedical treatnent,
whi ch consisted of sitting by himday and night, watching silently, and stroking his hair to
soot he hi m when he turned restless.

Suddenly, he recovered. One norning, he roused, |ooked around, and demanded sonmething to eat. He
wol fed down all the provisions Sparrow had been saving. He was his old self again; but not
entirely, and this was what worried her. H's narrow face had a sall ow cast, he was thinner, he

| ooked nore than ever |ike his namesake Even after he was up and around, and as aggravating as he
had al ways been, he seened peaky Sonetines an odd, haunted | ook came into his eyes.

If only they could find Keller, Sparrow believed, all would be well. She did not understand why
she felt so miserable without him suffering in ways she could not describe, since it was unclear
to her why she was suffering in the first place. She only knew it was necessary to find him Wen
Weasel showed signs of tiring or drew, frightened, into hinself, she talked to himabout Keller
and he always cheered up, as if he were listening to a marvelous fairy tale.

They continued eastward through woodl ands and gently sloping hills, trudging hand i n hand. Had
they been | ess ingenious, they would have starved. Had they been nore inmagi native, they would have
seen the inpossibility of their goal and given it up. Being nerely practical, they dealt with

what ever cane to hand.

They adapted the scavengi ng nethods fromtheir old days in The Fingers. Instead of conbing the
inlets for whatever the river brought, or rowing into the port of Mananstat, they navi gated over
land into small farnms and ham ets, begging or stealing what they could. Sonetimes they net with
di sappoi ntrent. Reaching a village, they occasionally found it deserted, the houses charred and
gutted. This becane nore often the case as they continued farther east. Sonmetines they |eft

enpt yhanded, having no wi sh to search closer, for they both, unlike thenselves in the past, had
devel oped a distaste for dead bodi es. Weasel, especially, now shunned them On their bol dest
forays, they crept into Regian encanpnents. There, danger was greatest; but so were the pickings.

It began turning chilly at night. It occurred to Sparrow that they nust find sonething better than
sheltering in thickets. She wanted a nore pernanent base where she coul d accumrul ate provisions for
the winter, where they could return at the end of a day: Wat she wanted, sinply, was a hone.
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In tinme, she found the spot: a fair-sized chanmber forned by a tunble of rocks. The water rats
added dead linbs entwined with smaller branches to nake a roof and a rough screen at the chanber's
entry. What detracted themwas not only the cave |ike shelter but, still nore, its closeness to a
| arge town, the largest they had seen since |eaving Marianstat. It would be their treasure mne
their hunting ground. It was full of Regians, which nade it all the better. Sparrow had quickly

| earned that Regians enjoyed supplies of every kind; the eneny was always ripe for plucking. She
did not know the nane of the town, and it did not interest her. It would have nmeant nothing even
had she known it was call ed Eschbach.

They deci ded, next nmorning, to survey it. They set out happily, as if their fortune awaited them
Cl oser to Eschbach, Wasel grew terribly agitated. Sharp exchanges of firing were coming fromthe
town; underlying them the deep roar of explosions. Black snoke had overcast the clear sky. Wase
began to shake, his face puckered. Since his illness, |oud noises upset him Sparrow feared he

m ght go strange again. She took his hand and | ed hi mback, calculating that they m ght venture
into the town |ater when it quieted.

They had not gone any distance when she stopped and noti oned Wasel to | eave off his whinpering.
What had caught her eye was a white horse, saddled and bridled, tethered to a shrub. The prospect
del i ghted her, new vistas opened. The horse woul d serve as transport; as a pack animal, it would
allow themto carry off enornmous anounts of plunder. Wasel forgot his distress and bri ghtened.

Only then did Sparrow notice a figure sitting on a boulder. Fromthe uniform she recognized it as
a Regi an officer. She counted this another stroke of |uck. She had | earned from experience that
officers were richer than comon sol diers. The Regi ao had not heard them approach. He sat hunched
over, head between his knees. He |ooked as if he had just been sick

The water rats crept up silently. Wasel, careless, stepped on a dry twig. The Regi an turned,
staring bew | dered. For that passing instant. Sparrow saw in his face the sane haunted | ook that
so troubl ed her in Wasel. The officer made a vague defensive notion with his hand and tried to
get up. By then, it was too |late. Sparrow and Weasel were upon him

Thei r onsl aught shook hi mout of his nunbness. The officer, though sl ender, proved strong. They
wrestl ed himback and forth; he tried to shake them of f, but they clung doggedly. The officer
succeeded, at one nonent, in flinging Wasel aside. The Regian had only assured his own defeat.
Weasel returned to the charge. He clenched his fist into a hard, tight ball and punched the

of ficer squarely in the nose.

The Regi an sat down, choking and snuffling, his nose bleeding a river. Sparrow and Wasel seized
the chance to rip away the braids decorating his tunic and use them as cords. The Regi an now
offered only the feeblest resistance. Wthin nmonments, his arns were securely bound. He sl unped
dej ected, stunned by nore than Weasel's fist, for the spirit had entirely gone out of him

The water rats began searching him turning out his pockets, rummaging in his tunic. They were
extremely di sappoi nted at finding nothing whatever. H's boots were too big for either of them but
they coul d salvage his clothes; and there was al ways the horse. Wasel, neverthel ess, was vexed.
The officer, he decided , nust be hiding sonething, and he began searchi ng hi magain

"Let me alone," said the officer. "I never carry noney."

"You m ght know, " Wasel told Sparrow. "Wen we get a Regian, it's a poor one."
"If you're after noney," said the captive, "you can have all you want."

"What good is it here?" said Sparrow. "Food' s what we need."

"You'll have that, too. Let nme go. You'll be given whatever you ask."

Sparrow had a better chance to observe her prize. He was younger than she had first thought. H's

attenpt at a noustache was pitiful. There was al so sonething definitely wong with him though he
had no wound except the one Wasel had bestowed on him The firing had started again, nuch | ouder
The Regian flinched as if he had been struck

"We'll let you go after you pay up, not before," Sparrow said. "If you can get us all you say, |
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want my eye on you."
"I'"ll give you ny parole."

"What's that?" asked Weasel. "Do you have it on you?"

"It's a rule of war," said the young Regian. "If an officer's captured, he gives his parole he
won't try to escape. He gives his word."

"I want better than that," said Sparrow. "Cone on, we'll take you into town. W'I| stay with you
until we get our pay."

"Ransom " said the young officer. "That's what it's called.”
"What ever you call it," said® Weasel, "we want it. Come on."

"No-not now. " The officer had paled. "They're still fighting. No, | can't go there now Wit. It
has to end."

Sparrow suddenly realized sonething. "You're afraid, aren't you? You're a coward."

The Regi an did not answer. Sparrow was satisfied she had understood his difficulty. "Good for you
Kel l er says nobst people are. He says it shows commobn sense.”

The Regi an, even so, was turning out to be nore problemthan prize. It now occurred to her that if
she and Weasel took the Regian into the town, his friends mght sinply snatch himaway. She could
send Weaset to bargain with the Regians while she guarded the prisoner; but she was reluctant to

| et her brother go alone. There was no telling what m ght happen to him especially if the
fighting started again. The safest course was to bring the captive to the shelter and keep him
there until she had a better idea. Wth Weasei |eading the horse, she prodded the officer along to
t he cave.

The young nman seened grateful to have any sort of roof over his head, though little interested in
the food Sparrow offered. She and Wasel agreed it was best to keep himtied, despite his pronmise;
so she was obliged to feed hi m mout hful by nouthful. That he was Regi an nmade no di fference to her
Had he been dead, she woul d have picked his pockets. As he was sick, she tended him

Weasel , having overcone his disappointnment, was fascinated. It was the first time he had tal ked
with a Regian. This one seened no different from anyone el se. Wasel asked his name. The officer
hesi t at ed.

"You may call ne-yes, | suppose you nay as well call nme Connie,"
"You should be fighting," said Wasel. "What are you doi ng here?"
The officer did not reply for a tine. He appeared to be under a heavy burden

Finally, as if it were the only way to lift it fromhinself, he blurted out: "Have you ever
fought? Have you seen a battle? | hadn't, not until today. | was riding into town with ny escort-
with friends-when it started. The eneny-you peopl e-had a cannon. They fired into us. My aide was
next to ne. The cannonbal I -"

The Regi an broke of f. Sparrow feared he would be sick. burst into tears, or do both.

"You ran away?" said Weasel. "I don't blane you." "It was despicable, cowardly," said Connie. "I
couldn't help it. | never knew what it would really be like. | didn't want to run. It just
happened of itself. You won't tell anybody, wll you?"

"I't's no business of mine," said Sparrow. "Besides, | don't think it's-whatever you said it was
You don't seema bad sort, for a Regian."

"You don't hate nme?"

"Way should 1?" said Sparrow. "I hardly know you."
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The young Regi an | ooked at her for a long time. "You're an odd sort of girl. Quite renarkable for
a commoner."

"She's very comon,"” put in Wasel, "but not remarkable.”

"Do you live in the woods?" the Regian asked. "Do you have sone occupation?"

"We're looking for Keller," said Weasel. "Do you know where he is? He's teaching us to be
scriveners. | used to be a thief, but not anynore."

The captive had dropped into -his own thoughts. Wasel, exhausted by his day, curled up and went
to sleep. Sparrow stayed wakeful. The Regi an had dosed his eyes, but soon turned restless. Sparrow
treated himas she had created Wasel, stroking his forehead, talking to himgently when he woke
in alarm

Once, during such a spell, nore asleep than awake, the prisoner sat up and stared past her as if
trying to nake out sonething at a great distance. Sparrow soothed himand he |ay back again.

Before he slept, in a tone of astonishnent at hinmself, he said: "Do you know | used to play with
toy soldiers.™

Weasel could not believe his good |luck. Regians were practically raining down on hi m Next norning,
he caught anot her

Sparrow had deci ded that Weasel should first spy out the town. He was not to go into Eschbach, but
only see if the fighting had stopped. Then they woul d di scuss matters with Conni e, who had
somewhat recovered fromhis terror of the day before

Weasel , then, had set out arned with Connie's saber, which was too heavy for him and Connie's

cap, which was too big for him Hardly out of sight of the cave, Wasel glinpsed anot her Regian
stunmbling toward him | eading another horse. This Regian | ooked in much worse case than Connie.
One side of the officer's tunic was bl oodstai ned, and he seermed hardly able to keep to his feet.

Yelling for Sparrow, Wasel brought up the saber, which he had been carrying over his shoul der
and charged: an onrush nade slower than he intended owing to the cunbersone bl ade. What he | acked
in speed, Weasel mmde up in ferocity, shouting horribly and naking warlike grimces: to such good
effect, he chose to believe, that the new arrival was frightened out of of his wits- In any case,
the officer fell down. Sparrow, by this tinme, had joined her brother. At first, she thought the
new Regi an had died. He had only fainted and, after a few nonents, was able to wal k unsteadily,
supported on either side by the water rats.

"Here's a new one," \Wasel announced as they brought in their second trophy- "I got himnyself."

The effort had been too nmuch for the already weakened captive, who fainted once nore. Sparrow
beckoned to Connie: "You' d better come and see. He's worse off than you are.™

"Untie nme, then."

Sparrow hesitated. She was not certain she wanted two | oose Regi ans on her hands, even though one
was unconsci ous.

"Parole," said Connie. "I promse.”

"Al'l right. Parole." She nodded to Weasel, who undid the makeshift ropes. "Do you know what to do
when soneone's hurt |ike that?"

"Not really," adnitted Connie. "I renmenber there was a hunting accident once in-where |'mfrom
They called a physician."

"You're no hel p." Sparrow snort ed.

"It's a bullet wound." Conni e had bent over the notionless figure- 'The first thing to see is
whether it's come out. Yes, this one has."
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"Do you know hi n?" asked \Wasel -
"No- In fact, it's agirl."
Weasel blinked. "Are you sure?"

Sparrow pushed her brother out 6f the way. She was about to | end Connie a hand when the screening
of the shelter was ripped away. Wasel junped for his saber. Sparrow cl apped a hand over her nouth
to stifle a scream at the bearded, begrinmed shape staring at her. It was hardly a man.

She decided it was a nonster

Theo and the count had searched as far into the woods as the day allowed, continuing past
nightfall, when even Theo admitted it was usel ess. They rested awhile and started back toward
Eschbach. Theo had first assumed that M ckle had ridden deep into the foothills. He wondered if he
had m scal cul at ed- She had, perhaps, gone to earth sonewhere closer to the town, and he had
overreached her. They began once nore quartering the ground they had so hastily passed through. It
was then he glinpsed two horses tethered beside a tunble of branches. Las Bonbas recogni zed one as
M ckle's. The white steed was a Regi an caval ry nount.

M ckl e, Theo feared, mght have fallen into eneny hands. So it appeared when he broke into the
shelter and saw one figure on the ground, a Regi an hussar bending over it. Paying no mnd to what
| ooked li ke a pair of ragged goblins, he threw hinself on the officer

"Stop it! Stop!" cried one of the goblins. "It's only Connie!"
Las Bonbas had dropped to his knees beside Mckle. "She's alive."

The hussar showed no desire to fight. Theo flung himasi de. Las Bonbas had al ready begun exani ni ng
M ckl e's wound. Theo's musket ball had passed cleanly through the flesh; no ribs had been broken
but she had | ost rmuch bl ood. Theo would have lifted her up but Las Bombas waved hi m of f.

"She'll be all right, my boy. I'Il tend to her. It's one of my professions- If only |I had ny
elixirs and potions-"

"You know they're worthless."
"Yes," admitted the count, "but better than nothing."

The hussar, escorted by the goblins, ventured closer to Theo- Sparrow stepped between them

"Connie's our prisoner," she said- "W'Il get a ransomfor him He's given his parole.”

"That's true," said the hussar. "Wio you may be, | have no idea. | assunme you observe the rul es of
war f are. "

"As nmuch as you do," Theo said.

Las Bombas had shifted his attention fromMckle to the hussar. He stared and clinbed to his feet.
Theo had never seen the count so taken aback. Las Bonbas squinted, frowned, and shook his head-
The hussar had drawn away. Las Bonmbas went up to him

"You, sir! Wio the devil are you?"

The hussar did not reply. Las Bombas took the officer's face in one hand and turned the youth's
head sideways. "l don't believe what | see,” he called to Theo. "Look at that profile. I've seen
it a thousand tinmes-no, alas, not so often-on Regian gold pieces. That's royalty."

The of ficer pulled away. Las Bonbas snatched a saber fromthe ground. "If you aren't King
Constantine, there are two of you, which is one nore than needed."

The count's show of ferocity woul d have nade one of Constantine's coins find a voice. The young
man nodded. "I1'm Constantine I X, king of Regia. | demand to be treated according to nmy rank."
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"You didn't tell us you were a king," put in Wasel. "WII| they pay nore for you?"

Las Bonmbas turned his astoni shnent on Wasel and Sparrow. "Do you hal f-size scarecrows have any
noti on? Do you know what he's worth? A ki ngdom "

Theo scarcely heard Las Bonmbas. He was concerned for Mckle and no one el se. She had begun to
stir. In a few noments, she opened her eyes- Unlike Luther and Las Bonbas, who had hesitated
bef ore recogni zing Theo, Mckle lyiew himinstantly.

"I said |I'd find you." Mckle grinned at him "Wat have you done to yoursel f? You | ook awful ."

The count, beside hinself with excitenent, broke in to tell Mckte the prisoner's identity. She
finally glanced at Constantine.

"King of Regia? Good. You're just the one | wanted to talk to."

Las Bonbas clainmed that he had attended a nunber of princes and dignitaries in his assorted
capacities, but he confessed that the cave of the water rats was the nost unusual place he had
ever seen for a neeting between two nonarchs. Al the nore since it shortly cane out, along with
Theo's own account, that Queen M ckle had once occupied the sane hut as Sparrow and Weasel in The
Fi ngers; and that the pair were on friendliest terns not only with the fanmous Keller but also with
the white-haired old buffer, the queen's own chief mnister

Ki ng Constantine, who reluctantly explained his own presence there, accepted her identity as Queen
Augusta, further proved by the royal signet she carried.

"The Beggar Queen," he said bitterly. "Fromnow on, | suppose I'll be called the Coward King."
"Connie," put in Sparrow, "I told you not to worry about that."

"l had sent a nessage to General Erzcour,"” Constantine went on. "It probably got there the norning
you saw him | told himl was on ny way to Eschbach. My uncie agreed | could go. | wanted to see
real fighting. | did. If I'd come sooner-"

"You' d have been killed." said Theo, "along with Erzcour."

Const anti ne bowed his head. "It would have been nore honorable than this."

"That's stupid, Connie," said Mckle. "W're both alive. | like it better that way. You saved ne a
trip to Mull. W can settle things between us right nowif you want to."

"Yes," Constantine said. "I want to end this whole bloody nmess. | thought, at first, a nice little
war woul d be nmarvel ous. We all wanted it: Erzcour, Montnollin, ny uncle. Cabbarus wanted it nost

of all He had a hand in everything fromthe beginning. 1'll deal w th himwhen | get back. For

now, I only want it all to stop."

M ckl e had begun expl aining her plan to the king when Las Bonbas put a finger to his |lips. "Dear
girl," he whispered, "you hold the trunp card: a king! Hs life's at stake. You don't have to give
anything. You're a splendid general, but you have rmuch to | earn about diplomatic dickering."

M ckl e rem nded the count that she would have made the offer in any circunstances. Despite his
advi ce, she kept nothing hidden from Constantine. Al though he had little choice, he gladly
accepted. His spirits had risen. The treaty, he felt, nade up for his behavior at Eschbach-

"They won't call me the Coward King now," he said. "I'll be Constantine the Conciliator."

The rest of the neeting went |ess easily. Mckle, weakened though she was, woul d have gone

i Mmedi ately with Constantine to Eschbach or the nearest Regi an headquarters. Theo was against it.
He and Las Bonbas agreed that even if the king was dealing in good faith, they had no assurance
that Constantine's officers would not close ranks around their nmonarch and kill his captors out of
hand.

The Regian arny, furthernore, was already ,on the march through the Sabrina valley. There was no
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time to halt it. Wth or without a treaty, there would be slaughter at La Jolie unless they
reached it quickly. The king, Theo insisted, nust |eave immediately for Florian's canp. He hinself
woul d take him Mckle could follow with Las Bonbas and the water rats.

"Al right, Connie will go to Florian," said Mckle. "I agree to that, but not to the rest of it.
W'l stay together, all of us.”

On this point Mckle refused to budge, although Theo protested that she was in no case to travel
He urged her to stay a few days in the care of Las Bonbas and the water rats-

"I can ride as well as any of you," said Mckle. "You shot ne in the side, not the saddle."

Seeing it was useless trying to nmake her change her mind, Theo ordered Sparrow and Wasel to pack
up their store of provisions and nake ready to go. Las Bonbas and King Constantine |lent thema
hand, while Theo stayed a few nore nonents with Mckle, who had prom sed to rest until all was
prepared. "Before | started for Mull," she told him "before | had any notion of what happened to
you, my nother said sonething to nme. She said you didn't cone back because you'd taken up with
soneone el se.”

"She was wrong. You know that."

"Yes," Mckle said, "but sonetines |I've wondered since then, even if you hadn't found soneone
el se, how you felt-"

"I sent a nessage with Luther. | said that | loved you. It seens |ong ago."
"It was. But it's not long ago anynore. It's now. "

"Yes." He hesitated. Mckle was watching himclosely. Finally, he said, "Yes, | do | ove you- Now.
As much as |'mable."

M ckl e gave hima questioning glance, then said lightly, "Does that mean nore? O | ess?"

"I't only nmeans-" Theo began. "It only neans that |'ve hated so nuch for so long, I"'msick with it.
I don't recognize nyself. |I'mnot even sure | know what loving is."
M ckte nodded. "I suppose,” she said quietly, "I'll have to wait until you find out."

22

Weasel perched on the saddle with Theo, Sparrow with King Constantine. Discovering that Connie was
king of Regia in no way overawed Sparrow. Wat did inpress her was that he had ei ght ancestors
with the same nane.

"l don't know how you keep track of them" she told him

"It isn't easy," said Constantine- "When this is over, you cone and visit Breslin Palace. |l

show you pictures of them There's not nmuch difference, though. W all |ook rather alike."
"I'"ve already been to a palace,"” said Sparrow. "It wasn't interesting. Yours mght be better. Yes,
I"d like to see those ancestors sonetine. | don't have any ancestors at all."

"You' re lucky. They can be a burden, especially uncles." Constantine said no nore. The king of
Regi a had undergone sone new experi ences which he had not yet digested. Never before had he been
so terrified. Never before had he been punched in the nose. Even so, he had, on his own, nade a
fine treaty with Augusta. He felt in good spirits and decided that this was not the tine to

di scuss fanly matters.

Theo did not try to find Justin and his conpany. They were, surely, following a simlar direction
Justin, however, had probably chosen a line of march allowing himto keep to the | ower and easier
sl opes. Theo headed straight through the hills, a path nore difficult but shorter. Less
encunbered, he hoped to save precious time. Wth luck, he could reach La Jolie before the week was
out .
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He pressed on, in all haste, Mckle beside him Constantine follow ng, and Las Bomnbas bringing up
the rear. Justin, Theo supposed, would demand a courtmartial. O this, he said nothing to M ckle.
He was too weary, and too sick at heart, to care about it. He wanted only to bring his party

qui ckly and safely to Florian

Over the next few days, he made better progress than he had hoped. M ckte kept the pace; but did
so, he was aware, with growing difficulty. Wen he tried to slacken, she insisted on going faster
claimng she was not suffering at alllt was a pretense even Mckle, with all her skill, could not
mai ntain. Wthin a few | eagues of La Jolie, her wound opened again; she was weaker than ever from
| oss of bl ood and exhaustion. Theo had planned to keep on throughout the last night of the march
Instead, he ordered a halt. Mckle, for once, did not protest.

To nmake matters worse, the king of Regia wenched his back unsaddling his horse. Al the efforts
of Las Bonbas did nothing to ease Constantine's agony. The king could scarcely nove, |et alone
ride. The water rats were as fresh as when they started, but the count, hinself saddl esore and
weary, pleaded for a few hours of rest.

So close to Florian's canp, Theo could not bring himself to delay that |ong. He ordered Las Bonbas
to tend Mckle and the king while he rode ahead. They were to set out the next day as early as
they could. If Mckle and Constantine were unable to travel, Theo would send a party back to help
them He would at |east report the news to Florian

He reached the lowands a little after dawn. Florian's encanpnent spread over the neadows of the
Mont ol 1in estate, the bl ackened shell of the great house looning up in the center. He urged the

| ast strength fromhis nmount. Tents had been pitched in the deer park and the gardens, where he
glinpsed Jellinek tending a cook fire. Zara canme running to himas soon as he junped down. He saw
Musket, armed with saber and pistol. He barely took a noment to enbrace the dwarf and the russet
divinity; and to catch sight of a young nan wearing general's insignia, who had just arrived with
t he queen's advance guard. Zara notioned Theo to the great house.

In the ruined grand salon, with its shattered casenents and shreds of charred drapery blowi ng |ike
beggars' rags, Florian in his old blue greatcoat sat at a small table with an ol der man. Between
them stood a wine bottle and two gl asses. Legs crossed, |eaning back at his ease on the renmins of
a brocaded chair, Florian beckoned to Theo, seemning nore preoccupied than astoni shed.

As quickly as he could, Theo reported what had happened. |Instead of rejoicing, Florian took the
news calmy and with a bleak snile.

"Strange fortunes of war," he said. "Yesterday, it could have made all the difference in the

worl d. Today, I'mnot certain. W've had one engagenent already, an expensive one, with the Regian
advance colums fromthe Sabrina valley. Duke Conrad, | understand, is in command. He has even
nmore troops than | expected. CGeneral Wtz has done his best, but we're far outnunbered.
Constantine nmay be too late to save many lives. W shall, if Conrad has any nmilitary sense at all

soon cone under a full attack."

Fl orian broke off. He turned to the older man, who had risen fromhis chair. "Forgive me. Baron
Montrol lin, allow nme to present one of ny officers: Colonel Kestrel, as he pleases to cal
hi nsel f. "

Theo started. "W told you |I took that nane?"

"There's been nmuch tal k of Kestrel," said Florian. "I only guessed. No, nore than a-guess. An
assunption. | know you better than you give ne credit for."

Baron Montnollin bowed gracefully. His clothing. stained and a little threadbare, had been
carefully brushed. "Ceneral Florian and | were discussing a matter of sone inportance: the quality
of this wine. That it was sonehow overl ooked during a recent visit by ny tenants | account a whim
of fate. It is the last of a splendid vintage, laid down in the year of ny birth.

"The general finds it has a charm ng bouquet. To ny palate, a touch of acidity. Wuld you care to
gi ve your opinion?"

The baron stopped and | ooked past Theo, who followed his glance. Justin was in the doorway. Theo
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went to him hand outstretched. Justin shoul dered himaside, and strode up to Florian
"Your second-in-conmand has arrived ahead of you/" said Florian. "He has interesting news."

"He's not ny second-in-conmmand, " said Justin. "He has no right to command anyt hi ng. At Eschbach-"

"I know about that," Florian said. "It has no bearing at the noment. Theo tells nme the king of
Regi a has been captured. |If he can be brought here in time, he may be useful. If not-" Florian
shrugged. "Meantime, please excuse us. |'Il talk with you later. Baron Montnollin and I|-"

"Montnol Iin?" cried Justin. His scar was livid, his face darkened with anger. "You let himlive?
You sit drinking wine with hin? The traitor ought to be shot."

"There will be shooting enough before this way is out," Florian said. "Be patient."

"l say do it now," Justin retorted. "Do it before the Regians attack or they' Il snatch hi maway

fromus. He nust be executed in front of all the troops. We'll have that nuch justice, no matter
what el se. ™

"You woul d deny me a trial, sir?" put in Montmollin. "I had the inpression that a man's right to

speak in his own defense was anmong your noble causes. Or have | m sunderstood? Justice, perhaps,
may best be served by disregarding it?"

"How dare you even speak the word?" Justin flung back. "Trial? You' ve been tried and sentenced by
every man and worman kil l ed because of your treachery.™

"Sir," Montnollin replied, snmling weakly, "I do not recognize the legality of your court."
"Leave us, Justin," Florian said quietly.

Justin did not nove. H s eye had fallen on a silvermounted pistol beside the wine bottle. For a
monment, Theo expected himto seize the weapon and carry out the sentence then and there.

"Leave us," Florian repeated. "I order you."

Justin turned his furious glance on Florian, who said no nore but whose eyes had gone bright and
cold. Finally, wi thout another word. Justin spun on his heel and wal ked out of the room

Montnol lin, silent during this, stood up. "An unsettling interruption. General. Shall we agree
t hat our discussion was inconclusive? Now, if we have no further business-"

Fl orian rose and bowed to Montnollin. Theo followed Florian fromthe salon. Only then did Theo
give way to his own anger

"You can't nmean to let Montmollin go! No, not shoot himout of hand. Justin was wong. But the nan
betrayed the ki ngdom You know that. You can't ignore it- He must cone to trial."

"He has conducted his own trial," said Florian. "I will not see himin front of a firing squad or
on a scaffold. I will not allowit, no matter what he has done. Call it a weakness on ny part."

A shot rang fromthe great house. Florian continued to wal k without breaking stride. He did not
| ook back.

"He has rendered a verdict on hinself,"” Horian said. "I want this house burnt to the ground-
want nothing left of it." He halted a nonent. "Zara knows. So shall you. No one else. My real nane
is Montnollin. The baron was ny father."

Soon after. Las Bonmbas galloped into La Jolie with the news: King Constanti ne was gone-

"Broke his royal word' " cried Las Bonbas. "I1'Ill break his royal neck' Constantine the Conciliator?
Conni ver, nore like it! He never had a thought of keeping his parole. Wenched his back? I'Il give
hi m anot her kind of |ame excuse. | should have known better, | should have tied the little dandy

hand and foot."
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"I'f I see him" put in Wasel, shaking his fist, "I'lIl punch himin the nose again."

Theo had gone to M ckle, hel ping her disnmount. She seenmed hardly better than the day before, pale
and sonewhat feverish fromboth the pain of her wound and her distress at the king's flight.

"1 never thought it of Connie," she murnmured. "\ really believed we'd cone to good terns."
"The only terms left to us," said Florian, "are fight or surrender."

Florian called a last council in his tent. Zara sent for Justin while Theo and General Wtz half
carried M ckle between them

"Your Majesty," said Wtz, "beg to report that | did all possible. The Regi ans attacked as | began
to withdraw from Altus-Birkenfeld. | was obliged to | eave sone of the reginments there to hold them
back Here, we are only at half-strength- According to ny cal cul ations-"

"Dear Wtz," Mckle said to the distraught general, "no one could have done better. None of it
matters now. The best of us are here together, whatever happens.”

As Theo hel ped her into Florian's tent, he heard an explosion and a roar |ike rushing wi nd. He
gl anced back. The great house of La Jolie was burning.

Uninvited to the council. Sparrow and Wasel had gone off on their own. That Constantine had
broken his word, that nmost of the army of Westnmark stood an excell ent chance of being destroyed,
that the canp itself could be taken by stormin a matter of hours carried little weight with
Sparrow. She had sonmething nore urgent in mnd

Keeping a firmgrip on Weasel's hand, she strode briskly, unhurried but purposeful and confident,
through the horse lines, through the field of tents and the stands of nuskets, making her way
anong the detachments of royal troops and irregulars. She asked for neither directions nor

i nfornati on, navigating as surely as she had ever done on the river

Only after she had searched nost of the encanmprent did her confidence begin to fray. She had
tranped hal fway across Westnmark, nursed Weasel through his sickness, captured a king, and | ooked
on nore death and destruction than she could have inagined. In all this, she had dung only to
three certainties: that she. Wasel, and Keller would never cone to harm She had been right, so
far, about the first two. The third was now open to question

Having failed to find the journalist on her own, she decided to inquire anong the soldiers. Then
she deci ded not to-

She want ed an answer.
She feared the answer she night get.

At last, near one of the earthworks. Sparrow stopped short. Wth his back to her, a nman was
perched on a wooden keg. He was | oading a nusket. Like his conrades, he wore a red ribbon knotted
around the arm of his shabby coat.

"Keller!"

The man turned. Hi s pinched face was the color of dirty clay. He seemed in the grip of sone
wasting illness. He put down the rmusket and ranrod.

"Well, 1'lIl be damed-or bl essed, as the case may be," said Keller. "It's the water rats."
Sparrow reached hi m ahead of her brother, and threw her arns around him

The war, as far as she was concerned, had just ended. The council could not agree. Wtz
mei nt ai ned that they should hold out to the |Iast man, which he counted on being. He sided,
however, with Theo, who insisted on sending the queen, with a strong escort, imediately to
Mar i anst at .

Justin, who had spurned Theo's attenpt to talk with himabout Rina, seemed w thdrawn and at odds
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with everyone el se. He spoke only once, declaring that his conpany, and all the irregulars, should
no | onger support the queen in a hopel ess battle- He was ready to |l ead his own troops back into
the hills, whether Florian agreed or not.

"This is wonderful ," Mckle said. "Now we start bickering anong ourselves. That makes it much
easier for the Regians. Justin, I'"'msorry for what happened, but I won't let you go sul king off
tike a spoiled child. If it turns out that you re needed here, you'll stay-or you'll have ne to

deal with. As for Theo, if he expects nme to turn and run to save ny own neck, he's mstaken. |'l]
al so renmind General Wtz that we've kept the arny together so far and | won't throwit away to no
pur pose. "

"Retreat again?" said Wtz. He had counted on proving hinmself to his nonarch by the ultimte
sacrifice, and he did not want to be done out of it- "Your Mjesty, allow ne at |east-"

"Il allow you to follow ny orders,” Mckle said. "Yes, we'll retreat to the Vespera if we nust,
and hold a line there."

"Wth the river at your back," warned Florian. "Even so, |I'mnot sure you'll have tine. My people
will cover your retreat, but we may not be able to hold I ong enough."

"The Regi ans could outflank us, in any case," put in Zara. "They'll attack you while you're on the
mar ch. "

"An arny retreating is an oyster without a shell," added Las Bonbas. "Theo has the right of it.
Marianstat's the place for you. | volunteer to nake sure you get there- Ah, in fact, ['ll go with
you. "

One of Florian's officers had cone
Florian smled bitterly.

in. He went directly to Florian and said sonething in his ear

"Qur choice may be already nade for us,"” he told the others. "It would seem a squadron of cavalry
is preparing to engage us. Constantine nmight have paid us the conplinent of sending at |east a
regi ment,"

Telling Wtz to have all troops stand to their arns, Florian pulled up the collar of his coat and
strode fromthe tent to observe the Regi an novenents for hinself. The others followed, Mckle
insisting on going with them

Theo and Las Bonbas hel d back a few nonents. They had foreseen Mckle's refusal to | eave for
Mari anstat. The count had al ready arranged for Misket to be on hand with" Friska and the coach
The dwarf had followed his instructions and was there waiting when Zara and Justin started after
Fl ori an.

"Musket knows what to do," Las Bonbas nmurnured to Theo. "If we nmanage to get her into the coach
he'll set off neck or nothing for Marianstat. Call it kidnapping if you like, but she'll be well
out of here." He turned to Mckle. "Get in, dear girl. You'll be nore confortable. W'll ride on
you'll join us."

Mckle, to Theo's relief, gladly accepted to ride in the coach instead of on horseback. The
count's vehicle, battered and nud-stained, had been her first headquarters at the Alma. "It m ght
as well be the last," said Mckle, clinmbing in. "It's the only place now that feels |ike hone."

Theo and the count urged their horses across the stubble fields to the nbst advanced of the
earthworks. Florian was there ahead of them Hatless, his faded blue greatcoat flapping in the
aut umm breeze, he stood with a spyglass to his eye. The Regian cavalry had drawn cl oser, gaining
speed.

"I'f Florian thought a reginent would be a conplinent," Las Bonbas said dourly, "I don't know what
he'd call that, over there. Fulsone flattery?"

The count pointed. Behind the advanci ng squadron, the Regian infantry had cone into line. To the
front and right flank, the troops stretched as far as Theo could see; the sun glinted on the
points of their bayonets. He had not dared to say farewell to Mckle; it would have betrayed his
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pl an. He w shed now he coul d have taken a few nonments al one with her

He turned for a last glinpse of the coach. Misket, by now, should have veered off onto the
Marianstat road. Theo, alarnmed, called out to Las Bonbas, who was gl oonily watching the Regian
lines. The dwarf was driving Friska, with all speed, toward the front.

Theo shouted for Musket to stop. Las Bonbas waved furiously at the dwarf.
"Idiot! You ve gone the wong way! Turn around! Go back!"

The dwarf slowed | ong enough for Mckle to put her head out the wi ndow. "I wouldn't be nuch of a
general if | couldn't guess what the eneny night do," she called. "Or, in this case, ny friends."

The count shook a fist at the disobedient dwarf. "Do as you're told!"

"l am" Musket grinned and shrugged. "Anything else would be nutiny and insubordination, as | see
it. I"'munder the queen's orders. She's ny commandi ng officer. She just nade ne a captain.”

Florian was calling to Theo. The Regian cavalry had halted. A handful of officers rode forward.
One of themraised a | ance from which a banner unfurled, spreading as the breeze plucked it.

"That's no Regian flag," cried Las Bonbas. "There's nothing- It's conpletely white! By heaven, a
flag of truce!"

M ckl e had heard the count's exclanation; so had Musket, who halted the coach, uncertain of his
orders. Mckle sprang out and clinbed to the box beside him Florian, too, had seen the white flag
and had hastily mounted. Before Theo and Las Bonbas could do likew se, Mckle snatched the reins,
whi stled through her teeth, and sent Friska plunging past the earthworks into the open field -

Bef ore M ckl e had gone halfway/ a slimfigure broke fromthe group of officers and gall oped to
meet her. Mckle reined up and junped fromthe box.

"Conni e!"

Ki ng Constantine di smounted and ran to her, holding out his hand. "My uncle's back there, and ny
staff officers. | told themto wait. | want to talk to you first, privately."

"Cet out of the wind, then," said Mckle. "You'll catch your death of cold."

Constantine followed her into the coach and began hastily: "Before my uncle and all the rest of
themstart in-it's going to be fornal, official, and all such-between us, you have to know this.

"l once broke ny word to Baron Montnoliin. | broke it again when | ran away from you and your
friends. But it was for a different reason."

Const anti ne paused a nonment, then |ooked squarely at Mckle. "I"'mnot all that nuch of a fool, you
know. "

"I never took you for one, Connie."

"My uncle doesn't realize it," said Constantine, "but |I know very well what he thinks of ne as a
king. | used to hear himtalking to Erzcour. I'mquite aware they both woul d have been happier if-
well, if | were out of the way. He didn't nake any effort to stop me when | left for Eschbach
He' d al ways kept nme fromgoing to the front. This tine, he didn't seemto mnd. | don't nean he

pl anned anything-no, | don't believe he'd have gone so far- Still, he wouldn't have been
displeased if I'd net with an accident-as | nearly did."

"Way did you run of f?" asked Mckle. "We'd have taken you to Florian's headquarters, you'd have
been perfectly safe- W'd have sent word that you were our prisoner, that we were hol ding you

hostage. W'd have had your life in our hands-" Mckle frowned. "Yes, | see what you nean."
"Exactly so," Constantine said ruefully. "As a hostage, | was worth nothing to you. My life in
your hands? It woul d have suited Uncle Conrad very well if you' d killed me. What I'mtelling you
is a secret, only between nonarchs. It's enough that you and I know it, and I'l|l keep my eye on
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himin future.

"I went back because Uncle Conrad wouldn't have dared try any tricks, not with all ny staff
of ficers around ne. And certainly not when | was bringing such a splendid treaty.

"Ch-1 hope you have pen and ink," Constantine added. "W'I|l need them and state seals, and the
whol e business, for the official docunent. | didn't note down any of the terns when we tal ked
about them but they will be the same, just as you said? I'll take your word for that."

"Yes, Connie," said Mckle, "and I'Il take your word, too."

Torrens was glad of the rain. A fair day woul d have nocked his mood. He watched froma casenent in
the mnisterial chanmbers. Despite the weather, all Marianstat had been festive for tw days and

ni ghts, singing,, dancing in the streets, as joyous at the end of the war as they were at its

begi nning. They had turned out to cheer their queen and her returning troops; they had cheered the
parade of city mlitia; they had cheered Florian and Justin- They believed they were cel ebrating a
victory. Torrens knew better

Queen Augusta had shown the courage, strength, and intelligence Torrens hoped for in his nonarch
She had ended the war honorably- King Constantine, of his own accord, had granted equa
concessions, including the rebuilding of towns destroyed by the Regian army and the repl eni shnent
of grain lost in the failed harvest. There had been no triunph on either side, though each clai ned
one. For his part, Torrens had worked miracles. He was not pleased with them

The queen had held her arny together. Torrens had done |ikew se for the ki ngdom He had done nore
than rai se troops, provisions, and arns- He had stiffened the spirit of his people, giving them
courage even when his own had failed. Fromthe Juliana Pal ace, he had announced victories in
battles that had never been fought, in places that were only nanmes on a map. He had procl ai ned
stem | aws agai nst those who spoke or wrote or published questioning the conduct of the war, and
sternly carried themout. He applied justice, recognizing it was injustice. Had he done | ess, he
knew beyond a doubt that, for all her efforts, Augusta would have | ost. He had convi nced her
subjects of certain victory And so, as far as they were concerned, Wstnmark had defeated Regi a.
Torrens had only defeated hinself.

Queen Caroline sat on a couch near his desk. If Torrens had given his strength to the ki ngdom
Caroline had given hers to him Torrens found this ironic. In the days of Cabbarus, he had been
the one who supported her. Now it had turned to the contrary. Caroline continued to astonish him
He was deeply troubled over Florian and Justin, but Caroline received themboth at the pal ace.
Today, she had conme to inquire if her daughter had taken up the question of nedals and
decorations, and to learn the chief minister's attitude.

Torrens turned away fromthe casenent. "Queen Augusta has not yet discussed the matter with nme. |
am not sure what the governnent's policy should be. That they deserve highest honor for bravery I
freely admit. The queen nust al so be aware that Florian and Justin have gai ned w despread support
for their cause. However, their cause is not ours. To decorate them woul d appear to give official
approval, to encourage themin their future actions."

"They shoul d be given the Star of Westmark for what they have done," said Caroline, "not what they
may do. They conducted thenselves with utnost gallantry, with the selfless devotion of true
heroes, as did all our brave sol diers-"

Caroline broke off. Her daughter had cone into the chanber. "My dear child. Dr. Torrens and | have
been di scussi ng-"

"Yes," Mckle said, "I heard."

Torrens went to her. She drew away fromhim and fromher nother's outstretched arns. "Do either
of you believe a word of what you' ve been saying? Yes, | think you really do, and that's the worst
of it."

Caroline frowned. "Do you not approve? You, nore than anyone, nust know how wel| deserved-"

"l approve," said Mckle. "Yes, by all neans. For gallantry? If you want to call it that. For

file:/lIC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/2%20The%20Kestrel.txt (91 of 95) [12/28/2004 4:22:28 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ 29620 The%20K estrel . txt

turning thensel ves into beasts for the sake of the kingdon? Yes, give thema piece of gold and a
ri bbon. Gve nedals to the dead, while you're at it."

Caroline turned to Torrens. "What has put nmy daughter in such a state? Please, Doctor, see to her
I will send for Theo."

"Theo?" cried Mckle. "Yes, send for him Send for himif you can. Do you know where he is?
don't. He's gone."

Theo had vani shed: not from Marianstat, but from hinmself. What he | east wanted to remenber he had
not been allowed to forget. He did not know how it had happened, but word had spread through the
city. The Marianstatters were overjoyed. The gallant Col onel Kestrel was none other than their own
future prince consort. H's private shame had becone a matter of public pride

He had not turned for help to Las Bonbas, his friend. He had not turned to Florian, whom he

adm red. He had not turned to M ckle, whomhe |oved; |least of all to her. He had, first, gone into
the city to nmake certain purchases. Wat he could not buy in the shops, he gathered fromthe
paverments and gutters. Hatless, cloakless, sopping wet, he found his way to Keller's offices. He
could think of no better place to hide.

He asked Keller for two things: secrecy and a spare room The journalist, whose health had been
noti ceably danaged, was delighted to grant him both.

"I went through the war without a scratch,” said Keller. "All | acquired in line of duty was a
chest cold. It seens to have becone a pernmanent conpanion. I'mmnuch too ill to trust nmyself to a
doctor's hands, and not ill enough to consult an undertaker. Sparrow and Madam Bertha do quite
well for ne. They'll see to anything you need."

"I don't need anything," said Theo, which was not true. He had survived the war; he was not sure
he coul d survive the peace. He hoped, as a last resort, he could unburden his heart by unburdening
his nenory.

He stayed, for the next few days, in Keller's garret. The journalist had given strict orders that
his guest was not to be disturbed. The orders were partially obeyed, which was nore than Keller
had come to expect since his own return. He had forbidden his water rats to fuss over hinself: an
instruction they entirely disregarded. Wth Theo, they behaved a little better

Sparrow and Wasel always found sone excuse to |loiter around Theo's dosed door. Wase
accidentally found hinself in a position with his eye to the keyhol e. Sparrow snacked himin the
ear for it- She had beconme acutely conscious of proper manners. Spying at keyhol es she found

di scourteous and rude. Instead, she peered through the crack under the door. She only gai ned dust
in her eye.

"Serves you right," said Wasel, rubbing his smarting ear

Madam Bertha intruded in her own fashion. She insisted on |eaving trays of food; then, insulted
because her cooki ng had gone untasted, grunbled at Keller

The journalist was the only one who respected Theo's privacy. Yet, after a tinme even Keller
wonder ed, concerned, about his houseguest. Excusing hinself on the grounds of journalistic
Iicense, which he felt pernmitted” himto nose wherever it suited him he went upstairs one
nor ni ng.

The door was open. Theo was sitting on a stool. Sheets of paper covered the table and littered the
floor in front of him Wthout specific invitation, Keller stepped inside. Theo gl anced around at
him Keller saw that his eyes were bl oodshot, his face hollow, but without the haunted air it had
when he first came- He | ooked as if an abscess in his mind had broken and drai ned.

"So that's what you've been up to." Keller bent over the papers, astonished not only at the nunber
of wash draw ngs but, as rmuch, at the subjects. There were nany portraits: sone of Theo hinself;
more of Mckle, Florian, Justin, and others Keller did not recognize.

"A man we used to call the Monkey," said Theo, pointing at one- 'This-a boy who died in Justin's
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tent, | don't know his nane. The others-they'd nmean nothing to anyone else. | renenber them"

Kel | er exam ned each one. In addition to the portraits, and in greater quantity, were sketches of
scenes: a torn body he could only guess was the poet. Stock; an uprising in the streets of a town;
a shape dangling froma shattered w ndow.

Kel l er, overconing his first surprise, forgot that Theo woul d one day be his sovereign and studied
the work with detached professional judgnent-

"All in ail, quite good. No, | should say better than that," observed the journalist. "Yes,
excellent. Untrained, but excellent despite that. Perhaps, indeed, because of that- |I find them
unsettling, which is what they should be. How often I'd want to ook at themwell, they're hardly
decorative. They take getting used to."

"Yes," said Theo. "They woul d take getting used to."
"What will you do with thenP"

"l don't know. Nothing."

"In that case,"” said Keller, "allow nme to keep them"

"As you pl ease."

"What strikes nme," the journalist went on, "is something curious. You' ve done these with ink and
wat er, but your ink puzzles ne. It gives quite a remarkable effect. It would al nost seemthat you
nmxed grit, or nud-"

"Fromthe street," said Theo. "From sweepings, fromgutters. Perhaps | should have used bl ood, but
too much has been used."

"Permit me to offer you even higher conplinents,
art. So many of us do the opposite.™

said Keller. "You ve nanaged to turn dust into

He had, finally, gone back to the Juliana. Mckle did not question his absence. Theo wondered if

Kell er, despite his prom se, had taken it on hinmself to tell her where he was. He had no tinme to

|l ook into that. Mr”le had called for a council, to be held not in the grand hall of state but in
one of the smaller chanbers.

They had waited for him Las Bombas was in his nost spectacular uniform Florian and Justin, in
common cl ot hing, had kept their red arnbands. M ckle had dressed as the commandi ng of fi cer of her
A d Guard. Beside her. General Wtz had prepared stacks of paper for his notes and cal cul ations.
Torrens was there with Queen Caroline, although Theo did not learn until later that Justin had
angrily objected to their presence.

"CGeneral Florian and | have already tal ked about a constitution,” M ckle announced when all had
settled thensel ves around the table. "Since he has a nunber of provisions in nind, |'ve asked him
to nmake a draft and present it to us later. The question we haven't settled is the place of the
nmonarch in our new government."

Justin began to speak. Mckle raised a hand and continued. "Or-if there's any place at all for

one. As far as I'mconcerned, I'Il tell you this: Wen it turned out that | was Princess Augusta-
Queen Augusta, sooner or later-lI hoped there'd be some relative or other who'd Iike the throne
better than | did. But | couldn't find one. | don't want the throne now any nore than | did then
So, I'd like to start with the matter of ny abdication.”

"That is not possible,
are, and shall be."

Queen Caroline broke in. "You were born to be queen of Westmark. So you

"Madam on the contrary," said Florian. "She was not born to be queen of Wstrmark, but to be a
human, like us all. The privileges of birth come quite by accident."

"You m sunderstand ne, sir," Caroline replied. "I speak of royalty, not aristocracy. Dr. Torrens
and | have tal ked of this at length, these past nonths, and | have conme to agree with him. There
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is no reason why the child of an aristocrat should, by accident, as you say, enjoy rights denied
the child of a commoner.

"But royalty is not only a matter of birth but also of special grace. The late king, nmy husband,
was a good man, a weak king perhaps, but a king nonetheless, with his own portion of that grace.
It is laid upon the monarch-no, it is set within the nonarch. It can be neither escaped nor
renounced. It cannot be abdicated."

"I can't say one way or the other about that," returned Mckle. "All | wanted to tell you is that
I've considered letting soneone el se head the governnent. If you want the hard truth, | don't
trust anyone here not to botch it up-with all the best intentions. Not even Florian. Certainly not
you, Justin. So, as for giving up the throne, I've decided: | won't:"

Justin reddened angrily. "You may not have the choice. My people are still under arms. W can

force you to abdicate.”

"Can you?" M ckle |ooked straight at him "Do you want to try?"

"Mpjesty," put in Wtz, scribbling on his papers, "beg to report; According to ny calculations, it
woul d be nobst inadvisable for Colonel Justin to attenpt it. |nadvisable for General Florian, as
well."

"l don't intend to," said Florian. "Not at the nonment. What may cone about sonmeday doesn't concern
me now. The existence of a nonarch is less inportant than form ng a governnent. Tenporary it nay
be, but we nust have one."

"You shall formit without ne," said Torrens, who had been listening silently to this exchange. "
ask Queen Augusta to dismiss ne. If she will not, then | hereby resign ny office."

"You have served two nonarchs,"” Caroline said softly to Torrens. "You have served themwell as
councilor."” She laid her hand on his. "WII| you now serve nme as ny dear friend?"

Torrens bowed his head. "Yes, as | have always w shed to do."

"I would consent to a nonarch,” Florian went on, "but only if the nonarch is linted, and bound by
the sane constitution that binds all of us."

"Let her keep her throne, then. It's neaningless,” said Justin. 'The chief mnister will hold the
real power. That nust be one of us, Florian. You or ne."

"Not necessarily." Florian turned to Theo. "Do you renenber when we tal ked about ol d Jacobus? You

were a great believer in his idea of three consuls. | didn't agree with you at the tinme, but |'ve

come to think we should try it. Three sharing power would be | ess dangerous than power in a single
pai r of hands."

" That depends,” Justin put in sharply. "Wiom do you propose?"
"Mysel f, for one," said Florian. "You, for another."

"And whom el se?"

"For a third, | nane Theo."

Bef ore Theo could reply, Justin sprang to his feet. "No! | won't have himas one of us."

"He's the best choice," Florian said. "If you still bear himany ili will, | advise you to put it
asi de."

"That has nothing to do with it,
must all be commoners."

Justin flung back, "If | agree to three consuls, | insist they

Fl ori an nodded. "Yes, they nust be. And so he is."

"He's not!" cried Justin. "He'll be prince consort. That makes him part and parcel of the
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nmonarchy. His interest will be theirs, not ours. My people won't stand for it. Neither wll
yours."

"He's not prince consort yet," replied Florian, "nor will be until he and Augusta narry."

"Whi ch occasion | amin process of arranging," said Las Bonbas. "For the cerenony, | have
absol utely dazzling plans."

"I"msure you do," said Florian. "You'll have to put themoff."

"He will not," declared Theo. "M ckle and | have waited | ong enough. We have a right to our own
happi ness. "

"You al so have a debt," said Florian. "I renmind you of that day at Kopple's mlIl."
"l promised |'d support your cause. |'ve done it- |'ve fought in the war-"

"That was your choice, not mine," Florian said. "As | see it, the debt remains. If you wish to

repay it, you'll serve with us. I'll count that as truly keepi ng your word.

"It's up to you. | can't force you," Florian continued. "At the mill, | gave you a first lesson in
statecraft. | might have given you a second: Statesnen often find it convenient to forget their
prom ses."

"Hold on a minute," put in Mckle. "I have a say in this, too. Theo's right. W' ve waited far too
long- | want Las Bonbas to go ahead with his plans. | want to marry without another nonent's

del ay."

Then she added to Theo, "That's ne speaking as ne. Speaking as queen, as Torrens taught nme, | want

you to join Florian and Justin."

"But -why?" Theo burst out, dismayed- "lI'd be no help. They' re already at odds. The war hasn't
ended, it's just beginning in the council chanber."”

"I'd rather have it there than on a battlefield.” said Mckle. "I'Il count on you to settle their
di fferences reasonably. And, after alt, you did give Florian your word."

Theo was silent for a long noment. He smiled ruefully at Mckle. "Yes. I'Il keep it. I'll serve
with them But |I'mnot a statesnan.”

"I know," said Mckle. "That's one of your better qualities."
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