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EARTH LOGIC

A sweeping drama of war, intrigue, magic, and love...

With Earth Logic, Laurie J. Marks continues the epic of her sunningly imagined world of Shaftal, which
shefirg introduced in Fire Logic.

Shaftd hasaruler again, awoman with enough power to heal the war-torn land and expel theinvading
Sainnites from Shaftal. Or it would have aruler if the earth witch Karis G’ deon consented to rule.
Instead, shelivesin obscurity with the fractious family of dementd taents who gathered around her in
Fire Logic. Sheiswaiting for some sign, but no one, least of al Karishersdlf, knowswhat it is.

Then the Sainnite garrison at Watfield is attacked by atroop of zed ots claiming to speak for the Lost
G’ deon, and amysterious and deadly plague attacks the land, killing both Sainnites and Shaftali. Karis
must act or watch her beloved country fall into famine and chaos. And when Karis acts, the very stones
of the earth Sit up and take notice.

Praise for Fire Logic, Elemental Logic

“Marks has created awork that isfilled with an intelligence that zings off the page...This beautifully
written novel includes enough blood and adventure to satisfy the most quest-driven readers.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Laurie Marks brings skill, passion, and wisdom to her new novel. Fire Logic isentertaining and
engaging—an excdlent read!”

—KaeElliott

“Marksisan absolute master of fantasy in thisbook. Her characters are beautifully drawn, showing
tremendous emotional depth and strength as they endure the unendurable and strive to do the right thing,
and her unusua use of the demental forces centrd to her characters' lives gives the book a big boost.
Thisis aread-it-graight-through adventure!”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Fire Logic isadeftly painted story of both cultures and magicsin conflict. Marks avoids the



black-and-white conflicts of generic fantasy to offer awindow on acomplex world of unique culturesand
eementa magic.”

—Rohin Hobb
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Part 1

Raven’'s Joke

One day, Raven was bored. He left hishomein the cliff that can be found at the end of the world and
went flying back and forth over the forest, until he noticed awoman snesking through the trees. The
woman was trying to shoot a deer to cook for her three daughters, who had big appetites.

Raven flew up ahead of the hunter until he saw the deer, which waslying in the cool shade waiting for
sunset. Raven shouted, “Run away, deer, asfast asyou can, for thereisahunter’ sarrow aimed at your
heart!” The deer jumped up and ran into the forest. Then the hunter was very angry and cried, “You are
an evil bird, for because of you my daughterswill go hungry!”

Raven was ashamed of himself and said, “Y ou are right to be angry with me. So take your bow and
arrow and shoot me, and take me home for your daughters supper.” So that iswhat the hunter did. She
killed the Raven and cooked him in a soup.

Even though the girls ate the soup, they were till hungry, and no matter how much they ate, they stayed
hungry. And the hunter, their mother, who was tired because she had been hunting al day, stayed tired
no matter how much she rested. And their neighbor, who was very old and sick, never died. And the
summer never turned to autumn. And the harvest never ripened. And nothing ever broke, but the things
that already were broken could not be mended.

Oneday everyonein theworld cameto vigt the tired hunter and her three hungry daughters. “ Did Raven
trick you into killing him?’ they asked. Thetired hunter told them exactly what had happened. Everyone
became very upset with her and said, “Didn’'t you know that Raven is the one who decides everything?
He may be mischievous and hard-hearted, but without him we cannot go forward with our lives. Y ou
should have thought of what you were doing. Now we will never see our children grow up, and whatever
we are now, that iswhat we will ways be, and nothing will ever change.”

They dl thought and thought, and then the hunter’ s youngest and hungriest daughter said, “1 know where
Raven'sbonesare.” So they dug al Raven’ s bones out of the ashes of the fire. The middle daughter took
some string and glue and put al the bones together the way they were supposed to be. Then, the ol dest
daughter found al the Raven’ swing and tail feathers and glued them on the bones. Findly, the hunter
took the arrow that had killed the Raven and smeared the bones with the blood that was still wet on the
arrowhead. And then, al the people of the world began to laugh. “Hey, Raven,” they said, “that wasa
pretty good joke!” Raven, of course, could never resist agood laugh, so began to laugh too. “Hal Hal”
he said. “That was agood joke!” And then he flew on hisbonewingsto the river to eat frogs and snails
until he got fat and looked like himself again. The hunter shot adeer and her daughters were no longer
hungry. The harvest ripened, the old neighbor died, and the world continued its journey asit should, from
summer to winter, from life to death, and from foolishness to wisdom.



Chapter One

The woman who was the hope of Shaftal walked in solitude through a snow-muffled woodland.

Dressed in three shirts of threadbare wool and an ancient sheepskin jerkin, she carried an ax in ading
across her back, and dragged a dedge behind her, in which to pile firewood. She might have been any
woodcutter setting out between storms to replenish the woodpile.

The season of starvation had brought down another deer. It was frozen in abed of churned-up scarlet
snow, and the torn skin now lay in iff rags. Rib bones gleamed with frog, the belly was a hollowed
cavern, and agnawed leg bone lay a adistance. The woodcutter scarcely glanced at this gruesome mess
as she strode past, breaking through the snow’ s crust and sinking knee-deep with every step. But the
ravens that followed behind her uttered hoarse shouts of discovery and swooped eagerly down to the
feast of carrion. They stalked up to the deer’ sremains, sprang nervoudy up into the air, and landed
again. After thisslly ritual of caution they began to bicker over the best pieces.

The woodcutter, having selected atree, undung her ax. Asthe sharp blade bit into the trunk, clots of
snow were shaken loose from above. The ravens paid no heed, not even when the tree fell with a
spectacular crash.

The woodcutter gazed with satisfaction at the fallen trunk. Her cut had reveded the tree’ s sick center, the
rot that would have soon killed it. Breathing heavily, she took off her bright knit cap to cool hersdlf, and
her wild hair sprang up like the tangled branches of athicket. “It’s cold enough to freeze snot,” she said.

The ravens, gpparently easily amused, cackled loudly.

The woodcutter let her gaze wander upwards, across the tree-tops, toward a distant smear of smoke,
nearly invisble againg the heavy clouds. “ Scholarsl They’d die of cold before they noticed they were out
of firawood.”

“Ark!” protested araven, as another stole atidbit right out of hismouth. They scuffled like street
children; festhersflew.

“Uncivilized birds” The woodcutter struck her ax into the sump.

The birdslooked up at her hopefully as she approached the dead deer. Using aknife that had beeninside
her coat, she trimmed back the deer’ s ftiff skin and diced off strips of meat, which she fed to the
importunate ravens. The birds were not yet sated when she abruptly rose out of her squat and turned
toward the northeast.

Shewastall: agiant among the Midlanders. Still, she could not see over the treetops, yet she seemed to
see something, and her forehead creased. A raven flew up to her shoulder. “ Another sorm is coming,”
theraven said.

“Of course,” shereplied. “But there' s something e se. Something sStrange. And terrible.”
“Inthevillage,” said the raven, asthough he knew her mind.

“Something has come,” she said.



“No, it has dways been.”

“Not dways. But along time. Longer than I’ve been dive.”
“Waiting?’ croaked the raven. “Why?’

She shrugged. “ Because some thingswait.”

“The Sainnites came thirty-five years ago. Isthisthing theirs?’
“Y es, they brought it with them.”

After thisfirm declaration, raven and woman both were silent. Then, she took a deep breath and added
heavily, “1t ismy problem now.”

“Ark!” exclaimed the raven with mocking surprise.
“Oh, shut up.”
“Coward,” he retorted.

With asweep of the hand she flung the bird off her shoulder. He landed in the snow, squawking with
laughter.

“Tdl Emil what | am doing,” shetold him.

Shel€eft her ax and strode off through the snow, between the crowded trees. She could see the storm
coming: alooming black above, trailing ahazy scarf of snowfdl. She waked toward it.

In the attic of the nearby stone cottage, Medric the seer dreamed of Raven, the god of death. 1 will tell
you astory, but you must write the story down,” said Raven. Medric went to his battered desk and
found there afresh candle burning and anewly trimmed pen, which he dipped into an inkwell. “What
shal | titlethisstory?’ he asked.

“Cdll it ‘The Raven’s Joke,’” said the god, and began: “One day, Raven was bored ...”

Downgtairs from the seer’ s book-filled attic, alittle girl was very busy. She had been induced to take a
bath that morning, but now had smudges of dirt on her wool smock, and a spider web, complete with
dead bug, tangled in her hair. The woman who sat on the hearth studying abook paid no attention asthe
girl rummaged through cupboards and closets, while conversing with the battered stuffed rabbit whose
head poked out of her shirt pocket.

A man came into the parlor, looked vagudly around, and said to the woman on the hearth, “ Y ou' re letting
thefirego out.”

The woman reached for alog and put it onto the coal s without taking her eyes off the stained page of the
ancient book. Her dark skin, hair, and eyes, her narrow, sharp features; and her long, complexly braided
hair identified her asa katrim of the otherwise extinct Ashawaa i people. The book she studied was
written entirely in glyphs, few could have made sense of the arcanetext.

“Leeba, why have you taken my ink?’ the man asked thelittle girl.



“I need it,” she declared.
“I need it dso. What do you need it for? Y ou have neither paper nor pen.”

“I need it for my journey. When | reach aplace, I'll ask the people thereif they need anything. And if
they need someink, I'll sdll it to them. By thetimel come home, I’ll have ahundred pennies.”

“A hundred pennies? Wdll, let’ s see. How much were you going to charge for thislovely bottle of ink?”

Therefollowed an impromptu numberslesson. The woman on the floor rubbed her eyes, for the fireplace
was smoking. Finaly, she looked up from her book to push the split log further into the fireplace, and to
blow on it vigoroudy until the flames caught. The man went out, and came back in with a sheet of paper
and apen. He said to his daughter, “Loan me someink, I’ [l make some penniesto pay you with.”

The woman studied the page, frowning—or, perhaps, scowling— with concentration. A few of the
numerous dender plaits of her hair had dipped over her shoulder and looped across the page like lengths
of black yarn.

The man paid for hisbottle of ink with fifteen paper pennies. “Zanja,” he said.

“Don’t bother me,” the woman said.

He bent over to examine the symbol a which she glared. “My land! What are you reading?’
“Koles”

“The poet? No wonder you' re surly. The poetry students at Kisha University used to swear he had
randomly copied glyphs out of alexicon.”

“There sdways a pattern. Evenif the poet himsdf didn’t believe he had areason, or didn’t know what
hisreason was.” Her voicetrailed off into abstraction, and she abruptly reached for something that she
expected to find dangling from her bdlt. “My glyph cards!”

“Leebal” sad J han, horrified.
Lecbainterrupted her cheerful humming. “ Thirty pennies,” she demanded.
“Oh, dear,” said J han, as Zanja uncoiled upward from her seat on the hearth.

But thelittle girl looked up fearlessy as Zanja plucked apack of cards from her collected goods. “Y our
daughter isathief,” said Zanjato J han.

“I’'m your daughter too,” L eeba protested.

A smile began to do battle with Zanja sglare. “ Y ou are? How long have | had adaughter? How did it
happen?’

Leeba clagped her by the knees, grinning up at her. “ Thirty penniesl” she demanded.
“Extortion!”

“I'll buy them for you,” said J han hadtily. “In gratitude. For not strangling her. Thirty pennies, Leeba?’
He began counting paper pennies.

Zanja protested, “I1t’ stoo much. Look at these worn-out old cards! They’ ve been dunked in water,



smeared with mud and grease, and—thisisabloodstain, | believe.”

“There must be some sweat-stainstoo,” said J han. He paid his daughter, took the cards out of Zanja's
hand, and then presented them back to her. “ A humble token of my esteem and gratitude.”

Zanjawas till amiling as she kndlt again on the hearth, tugged the book safely out of range of the
crackling flames, and began laying out glyph cards.

Leeba, who came over to watch Zanjalay out the cards, said eagerly, “It'sastory!”

“It' sastory with hdf its pieces missing. In fact—" She shuffled through the deck. “ Did you take one of
the cards? A picture of aperson standing hafway in afire?’

“No.” Leebasat besde her on the hearth and leaned againgt her. “There' sagirl,” she sad, pointing at the
card called Silence. “Why is she s0 sad?”’

“Maybe she has no oneto play with.”

Through this method of question and answer, the sad girl’ s story was reved ed: how she got hersdf in
trouble due to the lack of aplaymate, and how her toy rabbit came dive after being fed amagica tea
from aminiature tegpot. Leeba leapt up and ran out of the room. J han, who had been drawing again,
commented, “I certainly hopethat Emil’ straveling teaset iswel hidden. Isthisasuitable replacement for
the missng card?’

He handed her agtiff piece of paper, on which he had carefully drawn the glyph called Death-and-Life,
or the Pyre, in the lower left hand corner. Above and around the ancient symbol, he had drawn an
anatomically convincing picture of aperson haf in, haf out of aburning fire. The haf that wasin thefire
was skeleton; the other half was avery muscular woman with what appeared to be abush growing on
her head.

Zanjagazed at it until J han began apologeticdly, “1t'snot very artistic.”
“Itlookslike Karis” Zanjasad.

“It does?’ Helooked at hisown drawing in surprise. “1 guess that makes sense. It isthe G’ deon’sglyph,
after dl. It'snaturd | would draw her.”

In the kitchen, there was the digtinct familiar sound of disaster, followed by the equaly familiar sound of
Norinalosing her temper. J han rose from his squat, saying mildly, “Hasn't Leebalearned not to drop a
kettle when that mother isin the room?’ He went off to make peace in the kitchen.

Zanjasaid to hisback, too softly for him to hear, “Karisis everything. But she' s not the G’ deon.”

The parlor windows, double-shuttered againgt the cold, shut out the light aswell. J han had drawn his
pictures by lamplight, but he had thriftily blown out the flame as he left. Now gloom descended, and
slence. By flickering firdight, Zanja studied the newly drawn glyph card in her hand. Shefdt no pity for
thewoman pardyzed intheflame.

The glyphic illustrations often gave Zanja a path to self-knowledge, but at this moment she was reluctant
to acknowledge that she might be pitiless and impatient. For four-and-a-half years— Leeba sentire
life—Zanjaand Karis had been lovers. Y et Zanjaunderstood Karisless with every passing year. Like
the woman in the pyre, who was neither completely consumed nor fully crested, Karisremained
inexplicably contented. Zanja was the one who could not endure thisinaction.



She heard Emil return from hisweekly trip to town. With much stamping on the door mat, he announced
unnecessarily that it was snowing, and added that according to hiswatch, which he knew was accurate
snce he had just set it by the town clock, it wastimefor tea. Leebaloudly demanded magic teafor her
rabbit. The racket brought Medric blundering deepily down the sairs, to plaintively ask for help finding
his spectacles.

“I’'m afraid Leebatook them,” J han said. He called rather desperately, “ Zanjal”

“I'm coming.” She extricated both pairs of Medric's spectacles from Leeba s pile, and forced hersdlf to
leave the quiet parlor and step into the chaotic kitchen. There Medric, even more touded and

bel eaguered than usud, sood near the stairway peering confusedly into the cluttered room, where Emil
fussed over the teapot, Norina diced bread for J han to toast, and Leeba managed to bein everyone's
way. Zanjaset apair of spectacles onto Medric’s nose and put the other into his pocket. “Wrong!” he
declared, and, having exchanged the pair in his pocket for the pair on his nose, asked, “ Do you think
there might be something a bit disordered about our lives?’

“WEe ve got too much talent and not enough sense.”

“Redlly?Isthat possble? Well, if you say 0.” He added vaguely, “Y our raven god has been telling me a
story about himself. Why isthat, do you suppose?’

“Whatever Raventold you,” Zanjasaid, “don’t believe aword of it.”

Medric managed to appear S multaneoudy entertained and offended. “1’m not acompleteidiot. Not
more than halfway, | shouldn’t think. | certainly know an untrustworthy god when | meet onel”

Medric had spoken loudly in his own defense, and everyone in the room stopped working to stare at
him. Norinadisplayed her usua expression of unrestrained skepticism, which was only enhanced by the
old scar that bisected one cheek and eyebrow. Emil gazed at Medric with amusement and respect. “ That
isabizarre pronouncement.”

“la'tit?” An underdeveloped wraith of aman, Medric had to stretch to get his mouth near Zanja sear.
Hewhispered, “ Raven’sjoke: nothing changes.”

She looked a him sharply, but he had dready swept Leeba up in amadman’ s dance dizzy enough to put
al thoughts of magic tearight out of thelittle girl’ s head.

Thelast time Zanja heard the Ashawda i tale of Raven’s Joke, she had been huddled with her clanina
building much more crowded than this one, while the snow, piled higher than the roof, insulated them
againgt the howling wind of adreadful storm. To her people, the tae had made sense of the maddening
gtasis of winter. Now, perhaps Medric’ s vision was admonishing her for her impatience. Or perhapsit
was congratulating her for it.

“Where's Karis?’ asked Norina.

Emil looked surprised. “You don’t know? A raven told me she had gone to town, though | didn’t see her
there”

The toast was buttered, the tea poured, and the |etters distributed from the capacious pockets of Emil’s
greatcoat. All three men had received letters, for they each kept up a voluminous correspondence.
Today, even Norina had aletter, which she viewed with doubtful surprise and seemed disinclined to
open. Zanjahelped Leebawith her milk and spread jam on her toast, then lay out the glyph cards again.

Once again, she studied Leeba s sad girl, the glyph called Sllence. To Zanja, silence signified thought, but



to Karisit might sgnify inarticulateness. What has Silence to do with the Pyre, Zanjawondered? In the
Pyre, death becomeslife; life becomes death. But if nothing changes, the fire cannot do itswork of
transformation. Thusthe person in the pyre is trapped between death and life, and cannot spesk at all,
not even to say, Help me.

In the hush, it dmost seemed Zanja could hear the snowflakes floating down and settling outside the
door. She was aware that Medric, across the table from her, was only pretending to read hisletter. Then
Norina, who had finally broken the sedl of her letter, uttered a snort, Emil grunted, and J han folded up a
|etter with apparent satisfaction. “ The trade in smoke appearsto bein aserious decling,” he announced.

“Of courseitis” sad Emil. “Haven't you healers cured dmost every smoke addict in the land, now that
you know how to do it?" Hetapped his own letter with afingertip. “ Here' s something downright strange.
Willis, from South Hill—do you recdl him?’

Medric had known of Willis but had never met him, Norinahad met him only once, and J han might not
remember who he was and what he had done. Zanjaresponded, though, asif Emil’s question had been
directed to her. “Willis? Wasn't he the one who shot me, beat me, imprisoned me, called me atraitor,
and nearly had mekilled? No, | had completely forgotten him.”

“I am extremdly surprised to hear that,” said Emil gravely. “Listen to what my South Hill friend wroteto
me: ‘We have recelved someword of Willisat last. He claimsto have had avision of the Lost G’ deon!
Apparently, he has formed acompany of hisown, for he believes he has been chosen to single-handedly
lead the people of Shaftd in afind battle that will diminate every last trace of the Sainnitesfrom the
land.’”

There was along, amazed silence. Zanja sat back in her chair and began to laugh. “Oh, Emil, writea
letter to Willisand tell him exactly wherethe Lost G’ deonis, and what sheisdoing.”

“Wouldn't you rather tell him yoursdf?" asked Emil with agrin.

“My letter isjust as peculiar,” said Norina. “Listen to this: ‘| must speak with Karis on amatter of some
urgency. | beg you, in the name of Shaftal, to convince her to meet with me as soon as the weather
permitstravel, in aplace of her choosing. Signed, Mabin, Councilor of Shaftal, General of Pdadins.’”

Emil, who had just picked up histeacup, set it down again rather sharply. “1 don't believeit.”
Norinapassed him the |etter. He examined it closdly. “Wall, it appearsto be Mabin's handwriting.”
Norinasad, “If Mabin thinks Kariswill even bein the same region with her—"

“Mabin must think you can change her mind.”

Norinasnorted. “Wéll, the councilor is under amisgpprehension.”

Medric, to protect his unstable insight, did not drink tea and avoided both fat and sweets, so he had
nothing to eat but a piece of dry toast that he had torn into bits. He now sat very quietly with his palms
together and hisfingertips againgt his mouth. He returned Zanja s glance, and his spectacles magnified the
intentness of his gaze. Even without the seer’ s expectant look, al these Sgnificant letterswould have
seemed like portentsto Zanja. At last, something was going to happen!

Then, they heard the sound of Karis stamping the snow off her boots outside the door. L eebaleaped up,
shrieking with joy, making every mug and cup on the table rattle ominoudy. A flurry of snow followed
Karisinto the house. The door seemed disinclined to shut, but could not resist her. Karislet Emil help her
out of her coat, and bent over so Leeba could brush the snow out of her tangled thicket of hair. The



room had shrunk substantiadly; the furniture looked like toys; even lanky Emil seemed reduced to the size
of ahaf-grown child. If Karis had stood upright, her head would have dented the plaster. But it was not
the mereimpact of her size that made the house seem to stretch itself, gasping.

Perhaps Karis was immovable, thought Zanja, but she aso was unstoppable.

Karis skisstasted of snow. “Zanja, the ravenswould have told you where | had gone, but you didn’t
venture out the door. What was | to do? Send a poor bird down the chimney?’

Emil had pulled out achair for Karis. The chair groaned under her weight, and groaned again as Leecba
crawled into her 1ap. Zanja pushed over her own untasted toast and untouched cup of tea, both of which
Karis digpatched before Emil could bring her the tegpot and bread plate.

“Theré sanillnessintown,” Karissaid. “ And there’ sgoing to be alot more of it. And not just here.” She
tapped aforge-blackened fingertip on the tabletop. “Here,” she said. “Here. And here.”

J han examined the tabl€' s surface as though he could see the map of Shaftd that to Kariswas asredl
and immediate as the landscape outside the door.

“And here,” Karis added worriedly, tapping afinger in the west.
L ecba peered at the tabletop, then up at Karis. “What' swrong with the table?’

“Iliness does't spread like that,” J han objected. “Not in winter, anyway. Sick people can't travel far in
the snow—so illnessdoesn't trave far, either.” Hefrowned at the scratched, stained surface of thetable.

“It was dready there” Karissaid. 1t waswaiting.”

“Then it could be waiting in other places, too.”

“yYes”

J han stood up. “I'll start packing.”

Karisnodded. She said belatedly to her daughter, “Leeba, there’ s nothing wrong with the table.”
“Yousadthetableissick!”

“No, it's Shaftal that'ssick.”

Leebalooked dubioudy at the tabletop.

Emil, busy smearing jam on toast dmost asfast as Karis could et it, gave Zanjaathoughtful, level 1ook.
He wasworrying about Shaftal— he alwayswas. How will this illness affect the balance of power in
Shaftal? He was probably wondering. Will it show us a way to peace?

Zanjaplucked a card from her deck, but the glyph her fingers chose to lay down on the table did not
seem like an answer to Emil’ s unspoken question. It wasthe Wall, usudly interpreted asan
insurmountable obstacle: an obdurate symbol that in a glyph pattern often meant utter negation. She could
not think of what, if anything, the glyph might mean at this moment.

From the other side of the table, Medric said, “ That glyph looks upside down to me.”

“Maybe you're upside down,” Zanjasaid.



“Maybeyou are,” Medric replied solemnly.

Zanjaconsdered that comment. If it wasintended asacriticism, it certainly was gentle enough. She said
to Karis, “I’'m coming with you and J han.”

Before Karis could reply, Medric said, “Pack carefully, Zanja I'll go copy afew pages of Kolesfor you
to bring with you. It'll keep you preoccupied for months.”

“For months?’ Karis asked sharply.

Medric waggled his eyebrows. “Oh, and I’ ve thought of another book you had better bring dong.” He
headed back upstairsto hislibrary. A notorious waster of time, he could be quite efficient when he had to
be.

Norinasaid, “Karis, you haveto look at this|etter and tell me what to do withit.” She pushed it across
thetable.

As Zanjaleft the kitchen to start packing, Karis was dready reading Mabin'sletter. A moment later,
Zanjaheard her utter asharp shout of laughter.

Chapter Two

In the hot kitchen of the Smiling Pig Inn, Garland had finished feeding everyone and was sarting the
stock for tomorrow’ s soup when the serving girl bustled in and informed him that a dozen people had just
arrived. They had taken al the places closest to the fire, which had | eft the regular customersfedling put
out. Garland had to make allot of fried potatoes, and the girl nagged him to hurry up. “Give them some
soup,” hetold her. “Y ou know they’ Il complain even louder if | serve them scorched raw potatoes.”

“No one sfusser about their food than you are,” the girl said, and Garland took that as a compliment.
Shefilled bowlswith bean soup and would have forgotten to sprinkle them with bacon crumbs and
caramdized onionsif Garland hadn’t stopped her. She complied, rolling her eyeswith exasperation.

“They’ re dready asking about tomorrow’ s breskfast,” the girl reported when she returned with the
empty bowls. “They haveto leave at firgt light, they say. And they want to carry dinner with them when

they go.”
“Hirg light?Who'sin that big ahurry at thistime of year?”

“They're skating the ice road al the way to the coadt, and the old timers are telling them the ice will break
up any day now.”

Garland' s heart sank. When the ice broke up, it would be spring. And what would become of him then?

“The potatoes are done,” he said. “ Take those plates out of the warming oven, will you?’ He served,
swiftly, dices of crispy roast pork, mounds of crackling fried potatoes, and scoops of steaming pudding,
dl inthetimeit took the girl to ladle out the boiling applesauce. Five months Garland had been cooking in
thiskitchen, from first snow to last, and no one had yet complained that their food was cold. In fact, no
one had complained at al, and many had asked for more.



“Help mewith this” the girl said impatiently. Garland glanced around to make certain there was nothing
on the stove or in the oven that demanded hisimmediate attention, picked up atray, and followed her out
into the public room.

The room was crowded, and everyone huddled as close to the fireplace as they could get. It might have
been nearly spring, but that didn’t prevent the wind from blowing hard and bitter enough to find away in
through stone and mortar. People had taken off their coats and gloves, but tucked their handsin their
armpits and loudly demanded that another log be added to thefire.

“Here ssupper,” the girl caled cheerily. “ Sizzling hot! Take the cold right out of your bones!”
“Isthat the cook?’ someone asked. “ That was afine soup.”

The newcomers crowded the trestle table. “ Y ow!” cried one young woman as she burned her tongue on
apiece of potato. It seemed an unlikely group to be taking such along, fast journey together, Garland
thought as he distributed the hot plates. Members of afarm family usualy bore aregiond resemblanceto
each other even if they were only related by marriage, but these people did not look much dike. Andin
any case, it would be unusua for so many members of asingle family to travel together like this. Garland
had learned alittle about farming during his years of wandering: afarmstead that missed spring planting
time because its farmers were on atrip was surely heading for disaster.

Theway they passed the platesto each other reveded apeculiar hierarchy. Among Shaftdi, the
hierarchy should be determined by age, but here the man most fussed over was not the oldest. While
fetching sdlt cdllars and mustard pots, Garland kept glancing a him surreptitioudy, noting how everyone
fdl glent to ligen to histrivid remarks

Back in the kitchen, Garland cubed the leftover pork and mixed it with parboiled vegetablesto make a
filling for turnovers. He put together asturdy dough—atricky business to make adough strong without
making it tough—and seeded it with dried rosemary before breaking it into fist-sized balsand rolling
them out.

The girl camein, and before she opened her mouth Garland said, “ Bring them dices of dried apple pie.
There' s clotted cream in the pantry.” He crimped the edges of thefirst turnover, and sprinkled it with a
bit of salt.

“Isthat for their dinner tomorrow?’ the girl asked as she got the pies out of the warming oven. “Will it
taste good cold?’

“Wel, I'm spicing it up alittle more than | would if it were eaten hot, and if those people have got any
sensethey’ll keep their dinner insgde their coats so it doesn't freeze.”

Garland flinched asthe girl lost control of the pie server and wrecked what would have been alovely
diceof pie. “Who careswhat it looks like?’ the girl said impatiently.

Garland said, “ So what do you think about those people? Are they Paladins?’

“They must be” The girl frowned with concentration as she served out the dollops of cream. Garland had
tried to teach her how to make each spoonful awork of art, but the lesson didn’t seem to have taken
hold.

“That looksnice,” he said, to encourage her.

“You'rean odd sort of man,” shereplied irritably, and then added, “It’ s peculiar to see Pdadinstraveling
at thistime of year, don’t you think? Usually they winter with their families, don't they, like ordinary



people?’

This comment may not have been intended as acriticism of Garland’ sirregular Satus, but he didn’t reply,
and pretended to be having difficulty with the turnover dough. Thegirl findly said gpologeticdly, “1 guess
some people don't have families”

A person who lacked afamily was assumed to be at fault, and so most vagabonds made some effort to
counteract this socia disapprova by concocting ornate tales of family tragedy or betraya that made them
look like victims or heroes. However, Garland did not know enough about Shaftai familiesto be ableto
conduct such an elaborate pretense, so he dways declared that his past was too painful to talk about.
For nearly five years, that approach had kept people from prying, but it aso had kept them from even
consdering offering Garland a permanent home. He was lucky to have thistemporary position, lucky that
the innkeeping family had found themsalves unexpectedly short-handed when Garland happened to be
wandering through last summer. But two young people would be marrying into the innkeegping family
come spring, and both of them were reported to be competent cooks.

Garland sometimes wondered what would happen if he told someone he was a Sainnite. It seemed to
him the truth should earn him sympathy, but he thought it much morelikely the truth would get him killed.
Thaose Pdadins out there in the public room, for instance, who even now were gobbling up his delectable
pie, they would nod with satisfaction, bel ching as they washed his blood from their hands. “Oneless
monster in Shafta,” they might say. “ Too bad he was such agood cook.”

Later, with the pots washed, the leftoversin the cold cupboard, and the next morning’s bread dough
risng in thelingering warmth of the oven, Garland findly got around to serving himsdlf alittle supper, and
went out into the public room to eat it. Most of the guests had left for home or gone to bed, but the
twelveicetravelers remained; some huddled by the good oak fire till trying to get warm, while others
took turns sharpening their skate blades. Garland went to Sit at an empty table, but someone called,
“Hey, cook!”

It was the Paladin commander, beckoning him over. “No, bring your mea and join us. It swarmer over
here”

Garland protested to no effect. One of the Paladins had aready risen to make room for him, and he
found himself seated beside the commander. His appetite evaporated. He knew his Shaftdese was as
good as anyon€e's, he knew his appearance was nothing extraordinary, both language and appearance
having been given him by his Shaftali mother. But he did not particularly trust his ability to tell believable
lies

“You're awfully thin for acook,” the commander commented. “ Areyou just getting a chanceto eat?’
“It'sbeen abusy night,” Garland said. He took a spoonful of the soup, and though he analyzed its
construction—the onions were hitter, but that couldn’t be avoided at thistime of year—he did not
actually enjoy the taste. He glanced sideways at the commander. Older than Garland, probably in his
forties, the commander had arough look about him: aface burned to leather by wind and sun, an

untrimmed, grizzled beard, and tangled hair. Garland noticed no piercingsin the man’s earlobe. He
looked again to make sure, and accidentally caught the man making asmilar survey of him.

“I’'m Willis” said the commander, and introduced some of the others nearby.
“I hear you' re skating to the coast,” said Garland.

The others energeticaly recounted taes of their journey, and in the teling made their chilly, effortful trip
seem more adventurous than miserable. Garland managed another sneaking glance at the commander.



He did not even have scars on his earlobe from old piercings. Most Paladins wereirregulars, recruited
into the war after the Fall of the House of Lilterwess some twenty years before, but Garland had often
heard that Mabin would promote to commander only those who had taken Paladin vows, asthis man
apparently had not. So these people were not Paladins after al. But what were they?

Willisturned to Garland, who hastily jammed a chunk of meat into his mouth. “We hear you' re not one of
the innkeepers. Y ou’ re awandering man, taken in for the winter.”

Garland nodded, chewing.

“You' ve put somefinefood in front of ustonight—" Helooked around, and his companions uttered
enthusiastic confirmations— excessvely enthusiagtic, Garland thought.

“Thank you,” he mumbled, and stuffed in another bite.
“Sowhat isit you're seeking? What would it take to end your wandering?’

It was a shocking question, and not only because Garland realized he was being recruited. He
swalowed, and said carefully, “ Sir, factisI’m acoward.”

Garland had surprised Willisin return, he saw, and this was not a man who liked to be surprised.
“Cowardice? There' s no such thing! People who believe enough in what they’ re doing, that belief
overridesfear. That'swhat bravery is. Y ou just need something worth believingin.”

The serving girl had gone to bed and wasn't around to come to Garland’ srescue. If he suddenly
declared he had to check something in the kitchen, it would raise suspicions rather than fool anyone.
Garland said, “I do bdlievein something: food. And I'm still acoward.”

Willis apparently decided Garland had to be joking, and uttered a hearty laugh that al his sycophants
echoed just as heartily.

“Give meyour hand, brother,” said Willis. Helplessto refuse, Garland reluctantly let his hand be clasped.
Willis s hand was warm, rough, hisgrip strong. “I’m going to tell you something that happened to me,”
sad Willis. “And when I’m done, you' | have something to believein.”

For asingle, dreadful moment, Garland felt himself begin to dip. These people wanted him. And wasn't
that, after al, what Garland sought? He wanted it so badly he dmost could believe it was possible he
could belong with these—but what were they? Garland applied himsalf desperately to his plate, thinking
that the sooner hefinished, the sooner he could claim exhaustion and take himsdlf off to bed.

It quickly became apparent he would run out of food before Willisran out of words. “I was awandering
man like you, once,” Willisbegan. “Y ou remember al that businessin South Hill, five years ago? Wll,
you must have heard about the Wilton garrison being burned down, at least.”

Garland had heard about it, al right. That had happened in hisfirst months as a deserter, the first summer
that Cadmar had been generd. Garland hadn’t yet learned to trust his ability to disguise himself as
Shaftdi. People sanger at the Sainnites had been running high that year, and with every reported atrocity
in South Hill, it had risen even higher. Never mind that the Sainnites had taken as bad a begating asthey
had given—their garrison practically burned to the ground, and who knows how many seasoned soldiers
killed or disabled. Of course Garland could not ask someone to explain to him why, if the violencein
Shaftal was such aterrible thing, no one became outraged at, or even mentioned, those dead Sainnites.

Willis had been tlling him about his own involvement in the eventsin South Hill, and Garland didn’t want
to care or pay attention. Now Williswas saying, “ And that was cowardice. That commander was aways



holding back. And Mabin, backing him up, that was cowardice too.”

Garland looked up from his nearly empty plate, shocked. Even among the Sainnites, Councilor Mabin
was alegend. Someone el se at the table said swiftly, “Oh, Mabin isagreat leader, no doubt about that!
But perhaps she haslost her vision. Thousands of fighters she’ sgot at her command—maybe not as
many asthere are soldiers, but close enough—and yet shewon't |et them take offensive action. A few
decisve blowsisdl that would be required!”

“She doesn't believe enough,” someone else murmured. “ She doesn't believe in Shaftal enough.”

These other voicesfel immediately silent as Willistook up histae again. “ So | left South Hill. And for a
good long while, | confess| was giving in to despair. | don't know how long you' ve been without a
family, but for me ayear was nearly enough to kill me. Therel was, haf frozenin aninn like thisone,
begging someone to spare me apenny so | could est a bit of bread. Well, you know, it leaves a person
thinking that heredlly is of no account. And that was when | heard the story of the Lost G’ deon.”

Garland looked around himsdlf. Everyone at the table appeared transported by devotion. After dl this
talk of courage and belief, Garland belatedly realized what these people had actually meant. They
believed—he d never seen anything like it before—and what they believed in was astory. Garland had
heard the story, of course, but when he had heard it the first time—that same winter, apparently, that
Willis had first heard it—he had given it no importance. He had thought that thiswild tale of abig woman
piercing Mabin in the heart with asted spike was just another legend about the Councilor’ s astonishing
ability to survive. But eventually Garland had figured out why Shaftali people were enthralled by this
story, areason that severd people at the table were now repeating in an eager chorus: “Only the G’ deon
can spike someone' s heart and leave the heart till beating. Only the G’ deon can do it, without atrial, to
put that person’slifein the G’ deon’ s hands.”

“And aquestion cameto me,” said Willis, hisvoice more and more taking on the sonority of
gpeechmaking rather than conversation. “I thought to mysdlf, if there’' sa G’ deon in Shaftal, then why
does she not act to free us of the Sainnite curse? Why does she spike the heart of our brave, much
admired general? And then she came to me, the Lost G’ deon herself.”

“You' vemet her?’ Garland cried.

“A vison,” impatiently muttered the woman at hisleft. Apparently, thiswas not the proper timeto
interrupt Willis.

“Shecametome,” continued Willis. “And she said, ‘Don't you see, you fool ? Mabin hasfailed Shaftal.
And s0 have you,” she said to me. ‘But I'm giving you one last chance. Act decisvely! Rid Shaftd at last
of the Sainnitesthat befoul the blessed land! Eliminate the Sainnites, and | will come at last. Do not make
mewait!"” Willis svoice had risen to ashout; now helowered it to amurmur. “ That’ swhat she said.
And | was pierced by her words, | say, pierced to the heart. And from that day on I’ ve lived only to do
the G’ deon’ swill.”

Heturned to Garland, no doubt to check the effect of hiswords before he ddlivered the final persuasive
speech that probably had convinced each of his devoted followersto join the company.

Garland stood up. “ Good luck to you!” Hefled, even leaving his dirty plate behind. Heran full tilt up the
gairsto hisbedroom in the chilly attic, and bolted the door for the first time since he had become a
resident. They could easily kick down the door, of course, but the innkeeper family would surely not
stand for that. Surely not!

His sweat wasice cold. He was shaking so he could hardly stand, but was too terrified to Sit. Hisears



ached with listening, but he heard only the sound of the roof creaking the way it dways did on awindy
night.

After some hours hefindly convinced himsdf to get into bed, and, some hours after that, to fall adeep.
His dreamswerefull of bloodshed. He ran and ran, but wherever he fled, his mother’ s people and his
father’ s people were in battle with each other. And then Shaftali and Sainnite both turned on him crying
out, “No one of your heritage will ever cook for usl” “So what?’ hereplied, absurdly. “ At the rate you're
killing each other, there soon will be no oneto cook for!”

He awoke late, with an innkeeper pounding on his door, and by the time he ssumbled downgtairs, Willis
and his people werelong gone.

Chapter Three

A soldier’ slife swings between boredom and terror. Even though Lieutenant-General Clement had
endured thirty-five dull wintersin Shafta, she still preferred the boredom. But oh, she yearned for
sunshine—though not for the renewa of conflict that would accompany better wegather.

Surely | amold enough to know that there's no point in wanting anything, shethought.

As she stepped into the spare quarters that housed the General of Sainnitesin Shaftal, she could hear the
hollow clangor of the midday bell. Cadmar, though he had even lessto do at thistime of year than
Clement did, was just getting around to shaving. Peering into atiny round mirror, he deftly turned hisface
thisway and that to follow thetrack of the razor. His chin glimmered with awhite frost of stubble where
he had not yet shaved, and he had to stretch his sagging skin for the razor. “Wel?" he said, without
looking at Clement.

“Nothing to report, General.”

He grunted and gestured with hisrazor in the direction of histable, on which sat adented, soot-smeared
teakettle. Clement crossed the chilly room to the even chillier bay window, where one shutter hung open
to let in what passed for light. Soldiers desperate for something to do had recently refinished Cadmar’s
battered table, and its surface now shone like ice and was just about as dick. As Clement poured hersalf
tea, the heavy pottery mug nearly did over the table' s edge. The teadid not steam asit poured, and no
warmth seeped from the mug into Clement’ s cold-numbed hand.

“Do you want sometea, Gilly?” she asked the generd’ slucky man, who sat like ablasted crow on his
gool.

“Not if theteaiscold,” Gilly said, without looking up. Heturned a page, squinting in thedim light.

“Y ou need spectacles.”

Cadmar, still peering into histiny mirror, uttered asnort. * Spectacleswouldn't hel p his appearance any!”
“They couldn’t hurt,” said Gilly absently.

Gilly was a hideous man. His face and form might have been put through the wringersin alaundry and



then frozen in that twisted, crumpled state. His face was crooked, his eyes uneven, hisearsout of levd,
his shoulders hunched in a position of permanent furtive-ness, his spine o contorted it seemed amazing
he could stand, even with the support of asturdy cane. However, Clement was obliviousto Gilly's
ugliness except when Cadmar amused himsdlf by pointing it out. Cadmar had plucked the ugly beggar
boy out of aHanishport gutter thirty years ago, but it was Clement who, by defending him from the
soldiers abuse, had won hislifelong friendship.

The Sainnites had gtill believed then that every winter in Shaftal would be their last. Any day now, they
believed, they would conquer thisland of stubborn farmers, and offer the subjected country to one of the
lords of Sainnaasabribeto let the exiled soldiers come home. In the early years, none of them could
have imagined that they would die of old agein atill-unconquered land.

Clement drank the cold teaand half listened to Cadmar’ s tedious account of the various bouts he had
fought in the training ring that morning. Fortunately, Clement’ ssmdler sze had ways excused her from
being the big man’ straining partner. Though she often wished to pumme him, it was more likely to bethe
reverse: no one admired Cadmar’ s acumen, but his prowess as afighter was beyond doubt.

Cadmar began telling old, often repeated jokes that he had heard in the men’ s bathhouse. Gilly findly
looked up from his book and rescued Clement with acomment about the storm that was approaching.
They argued amicably about whether or not this winter was lingering longer than the last, until Cadmar,
impatient with any conversation that was not about him, dismissed her.

“Gods be thanked,” muttered Clement after the door was shut behind her.

However, she had nothing else to do. She had tended the flower bulbs that bloomed on her windowsili;
her quarters were pristine, her uniforms clean and mended, and she had bathed herself and changed her
bed linens only yesterday. That morning she had attended the gathering of the garrison’s senior officers,
who were themsalves desperate to creste new projectsto divert the soldiers from picking fights with
each other.

They were dl hdf mad with cold and confinement and the bad humorsthat move like evil spiritsfrom one
barracks to the next. But Clement doubted that anyone had more cause for wretchedness than she had.
For five years, she and Gilly had conspired to keep adreadful truth secret from everyone but Cadmar.
And Cadmar sustained his own equanimity by listening selectively or, when thet failed, by re-shaping the
inconvenient factsinto acomforting new form.

Themanwasamarve, redly.

Clement started down the hal. She would take awalk before the storm confined her indoors again. At
the front door, she found that the soldiers on watch duty had aready taken shelter in the anteroom. “It's
gotten awfully cold out there, Lieutenant-Generd,” one warned. Clement set her teeth and stepped out
the door into therising wind. By the gods, it was abitter day! Surdly, if the Sainnites had arrived at
Shafta in winter rather than in summer, they would have smply expired of cold.

Wintersin their homeland, Sainna, had been little more than interruptionsin the growing season. In Sainna
there had been lush croplands, vineyards, fat cowsin green fields. And there had been soldiers, fighting in
the service of one or another bloodthirsty lord, killing each other over possession of one or another tract
of land. In Sainna, Clement had been born in a child-crowded hovel outside a garrison, and had never
been certain which of the four congtantly pregnant women had given birth to her. Sheregularly saw her
sblings sold to soldiers, then one day was hersdlf sold to a new mother, Gabian, who took her into the
garrison to become asoldier. A couple of years|ater, their entire battalion was forced to sea, and they
became refugees.



Clement remembered riding on her mother’ s back asthey ran for the docks with an army at their hedls.
She had been eight, or maybe nine years old. She did not know she was screaming with fear until her
mother put her down on the ship’s deck and dapped her to make her be quiet. After that, ablur of
seasickness, bad water and worse food, and asingle clear memory of being brought above deck to see
some gigantic fishes, bigger than the ship. Their ship had run aground on the rocky, inhospitable coast of
Shaftal, and Clement arrived in her new land by being heaved out of alongboat and dumped onto the
sand, along with severd other children and agreat pile of armor, weagponry, and supplies. One of the
soldierswho rowed that boat repeatedly through treacherous waters so as to unload the wrecked ship of
its supplies and passengers had been asagod to her: abig, golden-haired young man whose gresat
muscles gleamed with freezing spray, whose blue eyes glinted with joy when ajagged rock or towering
breaker challenged his strength. That man had been Cadmar.

It had been high summer then, but the Sainnites had soon learned the bitter facts about Shaftal’ s wesather.
Today, the wind felt sharp enough to trim the skin off Clement’ sface. She pulled the muffler up to her
eyes, jammed her hat down over her ears, and set out across the sand-strewn ice. She walked briskly,
giving every appearance of having a destination, exchanging greetings with the few soldiers unfortunate
enough to have outdoor business. Mogt of the five hundred here in Watfield Garrison would bein the
barracks, huddled together under blankets rather than using their day’ sration of fudl, grumbling, arguing,
gambling, and telling each other the same worn-out stories over and over again.

Clement walked ahaf-circuit of the garrison. At the edge of awasteland of snow, she perched on an
ice-encased stone bench and tried to imagine the garden that would emerge here in the spring. The flower
bulbs she had inherited from her soldier mother were planted under this snow. That they would soon
bloom seemed unbelievable.

The cold had taken hold of her very bones when the gray sky blithely began scattering stars of snow
across her 1ap. She broke her own torpor by cursing the wesather, and then, because it made her fedl
better, continued to curse as she walked, starting with her enemies, but not neglecting her friends and
hersalf. She cursed everyone in Shaftal while shewas @t it, and everyone who had ever been born, and
only stopped short of cursing the gods because her angry, snow-kicking perambulation had finaly
brought her near enough to the gate that one of the guards might have noticed and been perplexed by her
behavior.

The gate, just then being shoved open to admit anew arriva, contained the city beyond in anillusory
cage composed of its heavy iron bars: the narrow street, the high, steep-roofed buildings that seemed
ghostly and restlessin the faling snow. In those buildings, the people of Waetfidd did whatever they
did—tirdesdy busy, indifferent to westher, oblivious to the threstening presence of the garrison. Artisans,
shopkeepers, builders, brokers—they worked hard, ate well, lived comfortably, and followed rules or
lawsthat Clement smply could not comprehend, no matter how often Gilly explained them to her.

Clement walked over to the gate captain and pulled aside her muffler so he could see her facein case
snow had obscured theinggniaon her hat. He saluted casualy—after five yearsit was generaly known
that Clement didn’t share Cadmar’ s obsession with protocol—and said, “It'sa messenger from Han.”

“Han? That'sajourney of agood twelve days.”

“In good westher,” said the captain, “on aclear road. But it took this soldier some twenty days, she says.
She sure walks like she has a case of frostbite. Here, you, soldier!”

The limping messenger blundered her way to the captain and made a vague gesture that might have been
asdute. The captain said, “ Thisis Lieutenant-Genera Clement. Y ou can give your message to her.”



The messenger peered at Clement, apparently snow-blind, and asked hoarsely, “Y ou're Clement?’

Clement had once known every soldier in Han Garrison, but she did not recognize thiswoman. “I’'m
afraid | am. Have you got a packet somewhereingde al those clothes? Let’ s get you out of thisweether,
eh?’

“Take her in the barracks,” said the captain, gesturing so Clement would know which barracks he meant.
“They’ re having abirthday party on the men’sside, if you don’t mind abit of noise.”

“Whose wretched luck wasit to be born in this dreadful month?’

The captain grinned. “Eliminate al the dreadful months and you wouldn’t have many |eft for peopleto be
bornin.”

Clement took the messenger by the elbow and led her to shelter. In the cold trap it was not much warmer
than it was outsde, but further insde, the codsin the fireplace ill gave off alittle heat. f he room was
plain, low celinged for warmth, with its windows caulked shut and insulated with straw and burlap. The
neat room, crowded with beds, smelled as bad as might be expected, of dirty linens, unwashed chamber
pots, and used blood rags. The messenger took a deep breath of the stink and said hoarsely, “Home.”

“Knock some of that snow off your clothes, will you, and Il get these codsto flame abit.”

On the other side of the dividing wall, the company was enthusiastically, if tundlesdy, thumping and
shouting their way through the last verse of a particularly raunchy birthday song. The cake they ate would
be gluey at best, snce Cadmar had driven away Watfield Garrison’ staented cook some five years ago.

When Clement commanded Han Garrison during the three years she had managed to get herself out from
behind Cadmar, the entire garrison had turned out to sing to her on her birthday every year. Thenthe old
generd died, Cadmar was elected to replace him, and he gave Clement her unwelcome promotion.

Now, no one cared when it was her birthday.

“I’'m glad to seeyou,” Clement said to the exhaustion-addled messenger, now the fire was burning.
“Y ou' ve digtracted me from poisoning mysdf with pity.”

“Eh?’ the messenger said. “It'sdark in here, isn't it?

Clement brought the messenger to the fire, unbuttoned her coat, and sat her down on astoal. “Can you
seemy inggnias now? So you beievewho | an?’

The messenger peered blurrily at Clement’ s hat. “ All right.” She plucked a packet from the inner pocket
of her coat, rdleasing with her movements astink of sweat and another smell that reminded Clement
unpleasantly of rotten mest. The woman handed Clement the packet, then toppled messily off the stoal.

Startled, Clement felt the woman’ s greasy skull to make certain she hadn’t cracked her head open. Her
head felt scalding hot. She left the woman collapsed on the hearth, head pillowed on stone and one leg
gtill tangled in the stool, and shouted out the door at a passing soldier to fetch amedic. Then, she broke
open the packet and read its contents by the dim, glittering light of the snowstorm.

Commander Taran had written with the unapol ogetic terseness of extreme duress. “An epidemic has
overcome the garrison, ahideousillness so swift and vicious | fear for dl our lives”

“Gods of hell!” Clement cried. She dropped the letter, dammed her fist through the thick skin of ice over
the water in the bucket, and plunged in both her hands. A yellow bar of soap lay nearby; she whacked it
on thefloor to break it loose from its dish, and began vigoroudy scrubbing her hands. But she could not



think how to scrub the woman’ s contaminated bresth out of her lungs.
“An epidemic could do usin,” she muttered. “Bloody hell!”

The stricken woman uttered some ugly, choking sounds and flailed her arms vaguely. The fetor of the
room was overlaid by the ppdling stink of vomit.

“Did you have to be such ahero?’ Clement asked her. “Couldn’t you have died on the road?’

The woman's aimless movements stilled. Clement dammed open the barracks door and again shouted
for help. The snow, falling heavily now, swallowed her voice, but eventually a shape approached out of
the white curtain, and she told the soldier to fetch the guard captain.

“The entire gate watch goes into immediate isolation,” shetold the captain. “ Send someone who had no
contact with the messenger to inform Commander Ellid.”

“You'll haveto beisolated too, Lieutenant-General.”

“Aye” she said glumly. “Better inform the generd of that fact.”

The stricken messenger died before the day was out. When the dead woman was undressed, the medic
found a horror: a gruesome sore in the armpit that seeped pus and stank of rot, and black markslike the
footprints of afdl creature that had marched across her belly and thighs. They burned the body, the
clothing, and everything the messenger had touched, and the entire contents of the barracksin which she
had collapsed. The company that had lived there was rel ocated, and Clement and her unlucky fellows
werelocked in, without even awindow through which to watch the world melt itsway from depressing
snow to appalling mud. For twenty days they endured each other’ s company, playing cards or listening to
Clement read out loud Gilly’ swry and witty daily letter, which heillustrated with unflattering caricatures
of peoplethey dl knew.

At fird, the confined soldiers were so anxious that every sneeze or cough seemed a death kndll, and to
complain of anitch or apain wasto be condemned to days of avoidance—not easy in these cramped
quarters. However, after afew daysin which none of them experienced aworse affliction than boredom,
they began making ajoke of this enforced idleness. Clement gave up fretting over Han Garrison, since
there was nothing to be done. Often, she found hersdf actudly enjoying the company of her fellow
soldiers. She had not dept in abarracksin at least twenty years, but the members of this company had
lived together for so long that they had blunted each other’ s sharp edges years ago. Though Clement,
along with the medic, got the usud courteoudy distant trestment accorded outsiders, the convividity was
gl comforting enough to make her nogtalgic for the days when the members of her company had
congtituted her entire world.

By the end of her confinement, five more messengers had arrived bearing news of garrisons devastated
by illness. The messengerswere dl quarantined in adank basement, where two had died, while the other
three idled away the time and complained about the food. In the quagmire of the garden, bright green
spikes had broken through, and Clement, along with most of the soldiersin the garrison, checked every
day to seeif any bulbs were blooming yet. It rained, and rained, and rained.

Seeking Gilly in the archives, Clement trotted through a downpour with a packet of papersinsdethe
oiled leather of her coat to protect it from the wet. The archives were in amassive storeroom near the
stables: adusty, cluttered, mildewed space in which the shelves crowded so close together that it was



amost impaossible to pass between them. Gilly had visited the archives only once before and had
declared the place a hope ess trash pile of worm-eaten paper. Now, Clement found him crouched
miserably in the dank room at an unsteady table, leafing through hundreds of deteriorating documents
with agirl soldier fresh out of the children’s garrison to do hisfetching and carrying.

“All the messengers are fill well today,” said Clement, as she sat beside Gilly. Gilly hushed her, jerking a
thumb towards alamplit corner, where his young assstant was shuffling papers. In alow voice he asked,
“And no onein Watfield Garrisonissick yet?’

“No. Nor anyonein town, either, I'm told. But in some towns, as many as half the people are sick.”

“Andit’'san ugly way todie” Gilly stretched his crooked back, grunting with pain. “Look &t this, will
you?’ He opened aleather-bound book and showed her how an enterprising mouse had made hersdlf a
cozy nest inside some garrison’ s old logbook. Six naked mouse babies|ay in the hollow chewed out
between the covers, curled in abed of shredded paper. “ Sometimes| think thisisal these books are
good for,” said Gilly. “But | have learned afew things—nothing very useful, yet. Y ou soldiers probably
brought thisillnesswith you from Sainna. I’ ve learned that.”

“But thisthing iskilling Shaftali people aswell.”
“Do you think an illness can pick and choose between you and me?’ His bitter gaze mocked her.
“But we came from Sainnaover thirty years ago. Where hasthisillness been hiding?’

“What do you expect of me, Clem? If you need expert understanding, you'll have to bring a Sheftali
hedler back from the dead to consult with.”

For Clement to actualy be able to resolve one of the problemsthat were her unfortunate responsbility
was arare event. “Asrequested,” she said, gloating as she put the thick packet in front of him.

“What? What isthis?’

“Wadll, | can't read it, Snceit’ sin Shaftalese. But someone handed it through the gate at first light, and
told the guard it wasfrom ahedler, and that it’ s about thisterrible iliness. Cadmar is suspicious, of
course. | mysdlf am wondering why aheder would help us, if that’ swhat thisis.”

“To keep hedlthy Shaftali from being infected by sick Sainnites,” said Gilly, studying thefirst page.
“That' swhat the hedler writes here.”

He scanned the documents. “Look: adrawing of aperson’sinsdes. Thisheder isabit of an artist.” Later
he sad, “Wdl, here sthe answer to why it might take thirty yearsfor theillnessto regppear. It sanillness
of rats, he says, and only occasionally doesit get transmitted from rats to people. Through flea bites.
Now | wonder how the hedler figured that out.”

“A ratillness, carried by fleas? It' sbizarrel”

Gilly, gpparently fascinated by the heder’ s expostion, turned back to the anatomicd drawing. “This
hedler saysthat if asick person getshig, painful boils here or here’—he pointed at the groin and the
armpits—"then the sickness can only be passed from the sick person to the well person by fleas. But if
there are no lumps, then theillnessisin the lungs, and can be transmitted by the sick person’ s bregth.
These are the people who must be quarantined, and they dmost certainly will die within afew days of
fdlingill. The others can be cared for in theinfirmary, so long asit’ sfree of fleas, and haf of them may
urvive”



Clement gazed &t the drawing in horrified fascination.

“I think thisisno fabrication,” said Gilly. “ This healer writes from aknowledge thet far exceeds mine.”
“Or maybeit’ sthe heder’ simagination that exceedsyours.”

“That, too,” sad Gilly envioudy.

They sat inslencefor awhile, then Gilly cdled loudly, “Kelint Come out of your dark corner!”

Clement looked up asadim girl, bearing alamp and an armload of documents, approached out of the
darkness. Half ayear ago, when Kelin wasfirst released from the children’ s garrison, Commander
Purnal, who was usually irascible, had acknowledged her potentia with what passed for him as
eloquence: “Keep her from getting hersdlf killed.” Clement had assigned Kdin to aparticularly reliable
company, right herein Watfield Garrison. She had wanted to keep an eye on her, for young soldiers did
have away of getting themsaveskilled. Even though Captain Herme immediately assgned a veteran of
his company to look after Kelin, Clement had forbidden the girl to go outside the garrison. Throughout
the winter, Gilly had given her an actua education in reading and writing and also in spesking Shaftalese,
none of which Commander Purnal bothered to provide hisyoung charges.

In sx months, Kelin had never ceased to interest and even delight her guardians. She was eager, high
spirited, and unrestrainedly curious. After half ayear, the young soldier had an entire battalion of
hardened veterans watching out for her as obsessively as any devoted parent. Never had ayoung woman
been more coddled and worried over. Naturadly, Kelin complained about it: she was fearless, and could
not imagine what her battle-scarred € ders were protecting her from.

Kdin stopped short when she saw Clement, and apparently was confused by the problem of how to
sdutewith her handsfull. “Y ou can dways grest me,” Clement said.

“Good afternoon, Lieutenant-General.”

“Good afternoon, Kdin. | have been receiving good reports of you.”

“I hope 0, Lieutenant-Generd.”

“Why don’t you put that lamp down before you drop it and set usal on fire?’

“Yes, maam.” Kelin set down her burdens and said apologeticdly to Gilly, “Mogt everything is eaten by
bugs or covered with mold.”

“Oh, ourswas adoomed project from the beginning,” said Gilly lightly. “But it' s kept us out of therain,
eh? And now the very thing we were looking for has been sent to usby aheder.”

Gilly showed Kédlin the document, which she studied with interest even though she could read Shaftalese
no better than Clement could.

“| thought wekilled dl the heders” Kelin said.

“Tel me, Kdin,” said Gilly. “If there were five hundred hedlers scattered across Shaftal who looked and
dressed exactly like everyone e se, and if everyone you talked to was determined to keep their identity
and location secret, how exactly would you kill them al?’

“Oneat atime” said Kein. “And | wouldn't give up. Or lie about it.”

“Never give up, and dwaystdl thetruth,” said Clement dryly. “It' samazing we didn't try that.”



Kdinwas more than relieved to be released from the moldy prison, even though it just meant she'd go
back to being bruised and humiliated and rolled in the mud by her bunkmates, who were unrdenting in
their effortsto improve her weagpons skill. With some difficulty, Clement and Gilly convinced Cadmar that
following the mysterious heder’ s recommendations could not cause any harm, and Gilly and the company
clerk spent aday copying and re-copying acomplicated general order that, among other things, detailed
the care of the sick, defined methods for killing fleas and domestic rodents, and recommended that the
commanders popul ate the garrisons with house cats. In due time, the responses returned that these
measures had proven effective, but that cats were nowhere to be had. Kittens, one commander reported,
were sold before they were even born, at exorbitant prices. Besdes, commented another commander,
what do soldiers know about keeping cats?

If the soldiers had known something about keeping cats, thought Clement angrily as she pored over the
duty rosters, maybe the illness wouldn’t have reduced their force by another three hundred irreplacesble
fighters. Maybe it wastime they learned.

Chapter Four

That year’ s spring mud was a tortuous season: rain fell and stopped, the roads firmed up, then rain fell
again. Many afarmer, thinking the rain had ended, went out to sow the fields, only to watch the precious
seeds wash away. Many awanderer thought it wastimeto travel, only to be stranded by renewed
flooding and boggy roads.

Norina had been spared such frustrations, for though only awater witch could control the wesather, an
earth witch like Karis could at least predict it. Norinawas able to sandwich her journey neatly between
rainstorms, and arrived dry and cheerful at her destination. The same could not be said about Councilor
Mabin, who arrived on horseback severa dayslater, muddy and wet, taunted by the sunshine that after
four days of rain once again rent through the storm clouds and set the sodden fields to sparkling.

Norinahad last seen Mabin the year Leeba was born. Since then, the councilor’ s hair had gone to white,
and her vigorous frame had begun to shrink. Her face, however, was no more or less hard and
embittered than it had ever been.

The councilor was escorted by a half-dozen black-dressed, gold-earringed Paadins—arare sight these
days, for most of the surviving true Paladins had put on plain clothing and were commanding companies
of Paladinirregulars, as Emil had donefor fifteen years.

Some of these who served Mabin were Emil’ s age, and they seemed to know of Norina s connection to
him, for their inquiring glances asked questions about him: What has become of our brother Paladin?
Why will he not explain his sudden retirement? These sharp |ooks were puzzled, impatient, but not
condemnatory. Just as a Truthken’ s duty wasto judge, a Paladin’ swas to suspend judgment. With
Mabin avoiding putting herself in a position where she would have to answer questions, and with Emil
maintaining abland slence, the Paadins apparently had smply suspended judgment of him, and of
Mabin, for five years now.



It was aremarkable exercise of philosophy, Norinathought, and wondered briefly how this paralyss of
slence might finally cometo an end. Mabin was both an air blood and a Paadin, arare combination that
condemned her to alife-long duel between flexible ethicsand rigid principles. The principleswon, of
course, for one' snatura eementa logic would aways prevail, and as aresult Mabin was often in the
exceptionaly awkward position of having to ethicdly justify actsthat were grounded in unexamined
pregjudice. The Paladinsin her command certainly would not overlook such intellectua doppiness. The
pain of asted spikein her heart—that Mabin could bear with equanimity. But the inability to explain how
and why it had happened, that must have been amost beyond endurance.

Norina had stood silently without greeting Mabin for sometime, and Mabin had neither spoken nor
dismounted. The exercise of politeness was an expression of status, after al, and Norinawanted to
establish that she was not under Mabin’s command as badly as Mabin wished to establish that she was.
Norinawas about to turn her back and walk away, which certainly would force Mabin to accede, when
Mabin said nadtily, “Well, Norina, everyonein the region could tell me where to find you. Though |
supposeif | had asked the Sainnitesin their garrison, they would have been surprised to learn that their
regionisruled by a Truthken.”

“Oh, no,” Norinasaid. “The Sainnites have put a price upon my head, which goes up every year, much
to everyone samusement.”

Mabin dismounted stiffly. The farmers, who had gathered around with their toolsin their hands, curtsed
unnoticed. Their work-dirty children stared; only the chickenstook no interest in the living legend that
had trampled through their muddy farmyard. The family edersinvited Mabin into the tearoom.

Mabin greeted them, though Norina could see behind the gracious mask to the councilor’ s resentment at
having to waste her time and energy on people she had no use for. Mabin was too canny acampaigner to
forget that when the Sainnites | eft the Paladins devastated, it had been the farmers who had taken up
arms and given her an army to command. But when she was finished with courtesy, she muttered, “Little
do the farmers suspect that you should be as much an outlaw to them asyou are to the Sainnites!”

Norinafound this comment no less entertaining for the fact that Mabin gpparently believed it true.
However, Mabin' struths were extraordinarily difficult to read, for the disguises she cast over her secret
motivations were severa layers deep. So now, to keep testing her own judgment, Norinasaid, “ Shall we
tell these farmers what happened four-and-a-haf years ago, and let them judge between us? | will admit
that | violated a councilor’ s edict—never mind that a Truthken isn’t much useif she can’'t chdlenge and
refuse an unlawful command. But you must admit in turn that you tried to murder the vested G’ deon.”

“| acted for Shaftd’ ssake,” said Mabin.
“You nearly killed Shaftd.”

They were about to step through the commonhouse door. Mabin paused and looked at Norina—a
deliberatelook, ddliberately revealing, and no less surprising for all that. “1 tried to murder the vested
G'deon,” she said. She spoke as arepentant criminal, as sincerely as possible, considering that she was
not actualy convinced of the wrongfulness of her actions.

Norinasad, “ Councilor, you cannot be hoping to deceive me. But you certainly are surprisng me.”

An anxious child helped Mabin remove her boots and coat, and Norina showed the way to the tearoom,
which the family had spent two days cleaning. Now, the new-painted walls glared with reflected sunlight,
therareold Ashawadad i rug' s bright colors and ornate pattern had been rel eased from a prison of dust,
and the heat of abrisk fire in the scoured fireplace competed with a cool breeze coming in the open
window. The sideboard was spread with an extravagant array of morsels: savory dumplings, dried fruit



compote, sausageralls, asteaming loaf of bread and golden pat of butter, ahalf dozen bowls of jam. But
Mabin, noticing none of this, stopped short in the doorway and said sharply, “Whereis Karis?’

“Shut the door,” said Norina. When Mabm had complied, Norinaleaned out the open window.
“Raven!”

The raven, who had been lingering at the top of anearby tree, flew down and landed on the windowsl|.
“The councilor wantsto know where Karisis,” Norinasaid to him.

Theraven sad, “ Sheiswith Zanjaand J han, in the Juras grasdands.”

Pretending she had not noticed Mabin’ srigid surprise a being confronted with atalking raven, Norina
sad, “Tel the councilor why sheisthere”

“Karis has been eradicating a plague, town by town. And now sheisfighting the illness among the Juras
people.”

Norinaturned to Mabin. “My husband beievesthat some haf of the peoplein Shaftal would have been
dead by summer’send if Karis hadn’t acted so quickly. No one knowsto thank her, either, not even the
hed ers, who are winning the battle because J han has written to al of them to tell them how. So,” Norina
added, “there’ s your lesson, Councilor, should you chooseto learn it. Do you care to take some tea?’

The slence lingered as Norina poured, offered a cup to Mabin, who appeared not to notice, and sat
down at the table with afilled plate. She gave the raven, abig, unlovely bird, ameat dumpling to est.

Mabin findly said, rather ungteadily, “What isthat bird?’

“TheravenisKaris” said Norina. “Heis her eyes, her ears, her thoughts.”

The raven took a pause from gorging itself to ask, “Why did Mabin want this meeting?’
“To berateyou,” Norinasaid.

“No, I’'m hereto be berated, apparently,” said Mabin.

“I've dways admired your ahility to recover from surprise,” said Norinapolitely. “ Areyou certain you
don’t want some tea? These dumplings are redlly quite good.”

The councilor cameto the table, picked up the teacup Norina had poured, tasted it, then added a half
spoonful of sugar. Stirring the cup, she said to the raven, “Tell Karisthat what | have to say to her
deservesto be said in person. But of course | admire what sheis doing, and | don’t doubt that it's more
important.”

“Hdf true,” murmured Norina “ At best.”

Mabin said coally, “Will you be satisfied for once, Madam Truthken? Half truthsare dll you ever get
from anyone.” Shetasted her tea again and appeared to be considering more sugar. “Karisisacting like
aG'deon,” she commented.

“Karisisdoing what she cannot help but do. Sheisacting like hersdlf.”

Therewasasilence. Mabin said again, “In acting like hersdlf, she actslike a G’ deon. Why does she not
cal hersdf what sheis?’

Twenty years ago, dmost immediately after being vested with the power of Shaftd, Karis had been



forbidden to act as G’ deon, adecision that could only be reversed by Mabin hersaf. Yet Mabin wasin
no position to prevent Karis from doing what she liked, so her question was not quite so absurd asit at
first seemed. Norinasaid, “ Are you demanding that she explain herself? Or are you smply sick of trying
to anticipate what she'll do?” Thisgtrategy of listing possibilities and observing the reaction was usudly
sufficient to get areluctant witnessto reved her secrets. But Mabin did not particularly react. “Why are
you here?’ Norinaasked. “It’'s early spring; the Paadins are sharpening their blades and grinding fresh
gunpowder. Y ou have work to do.” Now, at last, amomentary trembling of Mabin’s disguises. Norina
said swiftly, “But you can’'t do it, can you? No, you can’t, and though you' ve come dl thisway to ask
Karisfor her help you can't bring yoursdlf to ask for it. Councilor, why must you make my business so
difficult!”

Mabin drank half her cup of teain aswalow, and didn’t flinch. “Perhaps you dready know this, but |
doubt you understand it. The rumor of alLost G’ deon hasingpired anew uprisng.”

“Areyou referring to Willis of South Hill and hislittle band of fanatics?’

“I'm told he hasfifty followers, which means heredly has at least two hundred. And most of them are
veteran Pdadin irregulars, like him, not the kind of people | would lightly dismiss.”

Mabin paused, perhaps expecting that Norinawould use this opening to continue to accuse and challenge
her. “ Do continue, Madam Councilor,” Norinasaid.

“If Kariswereto join these people who call themselves Death-and-Life, their numbers would
immediately swell to thousands. Anirresstible army. The Sainniteswould be defeated.”

Now it was Norina sturn to use her teacup as a prop to make hersalf seem unsurprised, and even
indifferent. But the raven spoiled the effect by uttering a harsh caw of laughter.

Norinasad, “ And yet you want to prevent thisfrom happening? | thought you wanted to rid Shaftal of its
Sannite scourge.”

“Has Karisthought of joining them? She must have heard that they believe the Lost G’ deon will appear
tothem.”

“I'll answer you, if you tell mewhy it would be so terrible if she did. Because you yourself would be put
out of power?’

Mabin said quietly, “ Although these people call themsalves Degth-and-Life, they have no alianceto the
old ways. They would dismissthe orders, the law, the code—" She paused. “Madam Truthken, | am an
old woman, and sometimes | am very tired. Inevitably—soon—I will be put out of power by someone,
or by death. But | do not want to dieinaland I loved and could not save from destruction.”

“Truth!” said Norina, amazed.

Mabin gave her awry look. “How can you waste such talent?”’
“It'sno waste to serve Karis, | assureyou.”

“Who also wastes her taent.”

“She' ssaving the land from being devagtated by plague.”
“Saving it for what?’



“Thisisafruitlessargument,” Norinasad.
“Will shejoin these people who call themselves Death-and-Life? Or not?’
“Of course not. They are war-mongers, and war makes her sick.”

But Mabin did not seem relieved. She set down the empty teacup on the table, and took a breath. “I
want Karisto know that | regret that she was hurt by the way she wastreated in the past. | thought | was
acting for the best—"

“I ligen to peopletry to justify themsavesdl day long,” Norinasaid. “I wish | might meet one who could
do it with brevity.”

“What | did waswrong,” Mabin said. “I wish to ask Karisto cometo me, to the Lilterwess Council, and
take her rightful placein the G’ deon’schair.”

A long time Norinagazed a her, but, dthough she was not certain what had caused this amazing
reversd, she could see no sign of dissmulation. Even the raven stared at her, speechless. “Thelast timel
saw you,” Norinasaid, “you declared that Shaftal would never come into the hands of a Sainnite
pretender, the smoke-addicted daughter of awhore. Those are your words, exactly as you uttered
them.”

“Karisno longer uses smoke. Her mother was of an ancient, respected people. | would wish Karisa
non-Sainnite father, but so might she.” Mabin seemed to redlize how sdlf-serving these corrections on her
past statement might sound, and added, “1I’m very sorry for those angry words. | was mistaken. And |
waswrong.”

Norinaturned to the raven in astonishment. “Did Karisthink she'd live to seethis day? How shdl |
reply? Does she want to know why Mabin has changed her mind? Or does it even matter?’

Theraven sad, “ Give her the note.”
Norinafound hersdlf reluctant. “ The councilor has made a sincere apology.”
“Give her the note.”

Karis had written the note many weeks ago, shortly before she, Zanja, and J han stepped into the
snowstorm. She had not asked for Emil’ s advice on how to deal with Mabin’s request. She had smply
written three words on a piece of paper, which Norinatook out of a pocket now and handed to Mabin.
“Leavemedone” Karishad written.

Mabin read the note and then crossed the room, threw it into the fire, and watched it burn. When she
turned back, though, she seemed cam enough. She said to theraven, “Haven't | dready |eft her done,
these four years? And not because | feared this.” Her hand briefly touched her breast, where Karis's
sted pierced her heart. “ She' ll regret making this choice. What is happening in Shaftd isworsethan a

plague”

“Thereisno choice” theraven sad.

Mabin turned to Norina, who read in her face an honest desperation. “Will she give up Shaftd to Willis,
rather than give up her anger againgt me? Will you knowingly alow her to do so? And will even Emil fail
to intervene? Does every one of Karis sfollowersthink loyaty must be blind?”

“We are not her followers, and we argue with her and with each other incessantly. | don’t know how



Emil would advise Karis, but he certainly would disagree with you about the way you have conceived
these choices. We air bloods are dways drawing nest lines through everything, asthough dividing good
from bad and right from wrong were asmple business. When | first began to live with threefire bloods, |
feared their chaos of possibilitieswould drive meinsanel My companions live courageoudy, in doubt and
loss and desperate uncertainty, and I’ ve come to tolerate their thinking and even to admire it sometimes.
But your way, Councilor, istoo smple. If Karisrefusesto restore the old order, and aso refusesto
embrace the warmongers, why does that mean she has no other options?’

Therewasaslence. Mabin said, “1 used to have arguments just like thiswith Harald. Might aswell argue
withawal. Shout dl | want, thewall isunmoved.” She turned away as though to leave the room, and
then turned back. “ Karis is the hope of Shaftal. How can she refuse?’

Norinasaid wearily, “When | was young and knew no better, | delivered Karisto you, and betrayed her
without knowing it by pressuring her into obedience. | am fortunate that she forgave mefor it. But sheis
in her full power now, and even | don't know exactly what that means. Only afool would trifle with
her—and | am not afool anymore.”

“I’m not asking you to betray her, just to remind her,” Mabin said. “When the day comesthat she can
leave her bitterness against me behind, remind her that | said | would acknowledge her.”

“I will remind her, Mabin, though areminder will not be necessary.”

When Councilor Mabin had left the room, taken her leave of the farmers, and ridden off with her
attendants down the muddy road, Norinasaid to the raven, “1 had to promise Mabin something or |
would not have gotten rid of her. Areyou still hungry, raven?’

Theraven flew away with asausageroll in its besk. Norinatossed her cold tea out the window and
poured a fresh cup, but then sat without drinking it. She was expected in a nearby town to judge an
accused murderer—and, if necessary, to execute him. But she was considering what ardlief it would
have been to her had Karis smply accepted Mabin's offer. And then she considered how little she would
admire Karis had she accepted.

Chapter Five

Zanja s clan brother, Ransdl, had been dead for years, yet every day she missed him. They had been
born in the same lodge within a month of each other, and asinfants they had nursed at the same breasts
and dept in the same cradle. Inseparable as children, they had remained scandaoudy closeinto
adulthood, and the gossips were always examining Zanja s shape, hoping to be the first to discover that
she was concealing an incestuous pregnancy. Thefire clan of Tarwein was mostly known for its skilled,
artistic rug weavers. Only occasionaly did the clan produce a person like Zanjawhose e emental talent,
and the confirmation of the owl god Salos a, destined her to be a crosser of boundaries. But Ransdl dso
had become a katrim, and served the raven god—Raven in histrickster aspect—for Ransd’s
relentlesdy lighthearted delight in the world had seemed inextinguishable. Nearly six years after the
Sanniteskilled Ransel, what Zanjaremembered most vividly was hiswide grin and hisloud laugh—both
rather shocking among a people of such emotiond restraint.

Zanjahad survived without him—abereaved twin, uncertain how to know herself without her dternate



sef to measure by. And then she met Emil. Now, Shaftali people, whose big, loose families
accommodated every kind of coupling imaginable, occasiondly referred to Emil as Zanja's
husband—which startled and embarrassed her, but inspired Emil to laugh. He' d say,

“We fire bloods are always arguing about words because they’ re so inadequate. That's agood example:
husband.”

After five yearswith Emil as her commander, teacher, father, brother, and friend, Zanja could predict
both what he would say and what he would be thinking. During their long summer separations, Zanja
conversed with Emil in her imagination, and would discover, months later, that Emil remembered those
talks as though they had actually occurred.

Now she plodded through thick mud in amercilessrain, with J han suffering sllently behind her, and
Karisfinding the way by dead reckoning through awoodland of sparse trees and dishearteningly dense
thickets. Karis often resorted to smply forcing through the bushes, dragging Zanjaand J han behind her.
Thorn-pricked, twig-scratched, rain-soaked, mud-coated, and unspeakably weary, the three of them
were about to chase the springtime plague right out of Shaftdl.

“Y ou're crossing the boundary,” Emil commented in Zanja s head.
“A boundary of thorn bushes,” Zanjaresponded crabbily. “ Another one. And another one after that.”
“No one ever promised it would be easy.”

Ahead of Zanja, Karis had paused to sense the land ahead, stretching to her full height to see over an
obstacle that Zanjawas too exhausted to trouble to identify.

Emil said in that quiet way of his, “ She seems so ordinary.”

“In dl these months, no one has paid her much heed, other than to remark on her size and strength. She
goes steedlily from one task to the next, until the impaossible project is completed. Her persstence is what
issupernaturd. Her imperviousnessiswhat’ s supernatura—her imperviousness to discouragement, her
grength of will.”

“These qudities are both admirable and maddening,” commented Emil. “What do you think she'll do
next?’

“I don’'t know! Shewantsto servethe land as sheis serving it. But Shaftal needs aleader, not a servant.”
“Doesit?’ Emil said thoughtfully.

Karis was pushing through athicket again. Zanja pressed up againgt her to use her asashield. Still, the
thorns grabbed hold of her; her ragged rain cape made aripping sound; she was snagged. Then Karis
reached casualy back and jerked her loose, out of the thicket into the abrupt, surprising flatness of anew
land.

“How about that!” said J han, asKaris pulled him loosein turn.

They stood at the southern edge of Shaftal. At Zanja s back lay the woodland. Ahead lay flat, featureless
sand, asfar as could be seen. Therain wasfaling so heavily now it seemed awonder they were not
swimming. Karis pointed awet finger at the nearly invisible horizon. “That way,” she said.

The sand seemed to last forever. Unintimidated, Karis began to crossit.



Four dayslater, Zanjaawoke from an exhausted, uncomfortable deep to the sound of rain faling on the
oilcloth of the makeshift tent. Karis, sound asleep, clenched her arm across Zanja schestinagrip it
would not be easy to escape. Curled against Karis' s back, J han uttered a small snore. The three of them
had dept like the dead in amakeshift tent, in wet clothing, under wet blankets, in aflat and festureless
land devoid of tree or stone. It had been adreary, disorienting journey across the sand, with no sight of
the sun or starsto reassure them that they were not walking in circles.

J han snored again, and Zanja heard another sound aswell: faint and distant, but distinctly familiar. She
lifted an edge of the sagging oilcloth and peered out. A low sky swallowed up the flat horizon, rain pelted
the sand, and a haze of sprouting grass seedlings quivered in the watery assault. There was nothing else
to see. Mumbling acomplaint, Karis hauled Zanja back under the blankets.

But J han had awakened. “ Did you see something?’

“I saw aniinn,” Zanjasaid, “with smoke rising from the chimneys and bread hot from the oven.”
J han groaned. “No, you saw sand, grass, and water. Why do you torture me?’

“I heard agoat.”

“A goat?’ J han shook Karisroughly by the shoulder. “We re taking thistent down!”

“Cruel heder,” Karismumbled, “Let me deep!”

With some effort, Zanja extricated hersdlf from Karis' s powerful grip, and she and J han began rolling
blankets. Not until they had put on the rain capes that formed the tent, so that the downpour wasfaling in
Karis sface, did she get up, heavy and reluctant as an old bull. “Why don't wejust let them dll die?’ she
suggested grumpily. But when she took a deep bregath, she smiled. “I smell smoke. What do you suppose
the Juras eat for breakfast?’

“Sand porridge,” said Zanja. “With bits of grassfor flavor. Made with rainwater, of course.”
“Solong asit’shot!” said J han.

They had not walked far before the sand turned quietly to stone. The clouds lay down and kissed the
earth, and Karis had to grab Zanjaand J han by the capes to keep them from stepping over the edge of
adliff. Below them, beyond this dramatic step in the land, where the sand began again, lay the Juras
camp a last: an unassuming cluster of circular hutswith walls of rubble and roofs of skin, and smoke
Seeping out from holes where the radiating poles met thelodge polein the middle. Some small piles of
hay remained of the haystacks that in autumn must have garrisoned the camp, supplementing the great
wind block of the dliff.

AsKarisfound a path and led the way down the cliff, Zanja noticed that the base of the cliff wasriven
with wide cracks where dun goats crowded. One of the goats spotted them, uttered awarning bleat, and
soon dl the goats were shouting an urgent clamor, like townspeople a afair who al shout “thief” a once.
By the time they reached the bottom of the path, ahaf dozen giants had come out of the huts: peoplein
their prime, asbig as Karis, though not quite so powerfully built, their hair bleached amost white by sun,
and fdling inlockslike orderly strands of yarn, with eyeslike polished chips of lapislazuli.

One of them, at least, spoke Shaftalese. He said, “We cannot offer shelter. We have a sickness here.”
His voice was deep and sweet as a pipe organ.



All six of them had glanced curioudly a J han and Zanja, but it was on Karisthat their gazed lingered.
Her voice, damaged by years of smoke use, was no more musical than afile on wood. “We have
traveled far to curethisillness.”

Jhan added, “| am aheder.”

The man spoke to the others, and the others spoke back. Zanja shut her eyes and listened. Therich,
deep voices seemed to amost Sing: question and answer, a harmony complex with adjectives. Shesaid in
alow voice, “Thislanguageis not conducive to quick decisons. We Il be standing in the rain for some
time”

Jhan said, “ After sudying their language in abook for a couple of months, you are able to understand
them?Y ou will never cease to amaze me.”

The book Medric had dipped into Zanja s pack had proven to be agrammar of the Juras language, the
lifework of along-dead scholar who had probably never imagined hisdry study being put to such
serious practica use. Zanjasad, “Well, an hour or two of listening would help agreat ded—"

“Anhour!” said J han.

“Anhour?’ said Karis. “Someoneisdying!” She dropped her pack, and stepped briskly past the
head-crackers. Fortunately, they proved indecisive about wielding their knob-headed sticks until she was
past them. Then, one uttered a cry that seemed intended to give courage, and they drew themselves up to
attack.

Zanjasad sharply, inthe Juraslanguage, “ Sheis sham're!”

They turned to her, startled, their lifted sticks beginning to lower. “ A witch?’ said the man in Shaftalese,
as though he thought Zanja had spoken aword of hislanguage by smple accident.

“Y our people are Snging someone into deeth, are they not?’ Zanja had noticed the melancholy murmur
of sound, but until she spoke she had not known what it Sgnified. “ The sham're will savethat person’'s
life”

The man spoke to his companions, not trandating, but announcing in his own convol uted tongue that
these three strangers were sent by the gods. “Well,” Zanjasaid to J han, “1 think they might let us come
innow.”

“But will they feed us sand porridge?’ he asked.

It was porridge, sure enough, made not from sand but from some kind of ground seed that |ooked fit for
chickens, with bits of dry goat meat mixed in it, and chunks of something chewy and sweet that Zanjadid
not attempt to identify. In astorage hut hastily converted to guest quarters, Zanjaand J han contrived a
laundry line and hung their blankets and clothing over the dung fireto dry. Karis returned, consumed a
great bowl of the chickenseed porridge, and lay down on apallet of goat hides. “ The placeis crawling
with vermin,” she said. “ The people are so crowded together they can scarcely find room to separate
sick fromwell. They kept handing me their babies—babiesthe size of calves! They know what an earth
witchisgood for.” Karis shut her eyes. “I'll kill thefleas,” she promised, her words dready blurred by
deep. “Why am | sotired?’

“Zanjaand | will manage,” J han said.



They went out again into the rain and found the six head-crackers, crowded with two dozen othersinto a
burgting hut where the only people not talking were wailing children. The din fell till asthe two of them
ducked through the skin-hung door. Thefetor was overwhelming. Zanja said to the man who spoke
some Shaftalese, “ Y ou must help meto explain something to your people. They arein great danger, and
we have cometo help them. Thisillness hastraveled to you from the north, and we have followed it. We
know it well. We have seen it kill entirefamilies”

The man sat dill, hisbig handsfolded. “ That may be s0,” he said. “This sharri’ re who hedled
S-wen-ga-sai-ko' che-ni-so-sen. Sheis a Juras woman-born-outs de-the-plain? Whose child is she?’

“She does not know her mother’ s name. She was born among strangers who did not care to remember
her mother for her. Please, | know that you are curious, but your people are in danger. Do you
understand?’

The man said, “Y ou want me to spesk to my people. But they will not hear my words until they know
thiswoman's mother-name.”

J han murmured a Zanja s elbow, “Y our people also had peculiar ways, didn’t they?’

“And many’ sthetime | wanted to scream at them, too,” Zanjamuttered. “ Perhaps you could barge your
way into the sck room without being invited.”

She gave him the bags of supplies she carried, and watched him walk out of the door before she turned
again to the man and explained, “Karis did not know her mother or her mother’ s name.”

“Karis, that is her name? And has she had no life since shewas born?”’

The people within hearing repeated, “Karis” And then the din began to rise. At least they were not a
gedticulating people like the Midlanders, but their big voicesfilled the hut. They argued among themsalves
and shouted questions that the man was hard put to trandate, and Zanjato answer. Was Karisbornin
the autumn, they asked, and how many years ago, and had her mother been enamored of sweets, and
what had her mother been so ashamed of, to run away from the comforts of the Kaclan? A gray-haired
woman rose and began to chant what seemed to be alist of namesdl beginning with “Ka,” which Zanja
redized must be agenealogy, frequently interrupted by other e ders who seemed to be arguing that this or
that could not be Karis' s particular branch, for reasons Zanja could not decipher.

“Huh!” said her trandator at last. 1 guess she ownsalot of goats.”
“Goats?’ Zanjasaid in some bewilderment.

“They say her mother must be Ka-san-ra-li-no-me-la, the eldest daughter of
Karri-sho-ma-do-fin-brae-kon, the eldest daughter of ...”

Zanjainterrupted as politely as she could. “ And this Kasanra, what happened to her?”’
“She had arestless heart and ran away.”

“Karis smother died when Karis was born, thirty-five years ago.”



Heturned and spoke at length with severa other people. Zanja sat upon her hedls. She could tell Karis
her mother’ sname! And, apparently, though Kasanra had not been remembered by anyonein Laali, she
had lived long enough to name her infant, and that name had been remembered. So now that name done
was enough to give Karisa clan, agenealogy, and even living relives.

Thetrandator turned to Zanjaand said, “Yes, Karisisrich! Her mother’ s sister’ s eldest daughter,
Kamo-le-ni-da-he-fo-so, is holder of the goats, but everyone thinks they belong to the daughter of
Kasan-ra-li-no-me-la”

“| doubt Karis wants those goats, though. Kamole can continue to keep them.”

This statement excited much comment, for Kamole had a fine herd and any of them would certainly want
those goats. And Kamole was overly sdlf-important, and perhaps deserved to lose her herd to a
dranger. Their eyes danced at the possibility.

“Karis does not want them for her daughter, and her daughter’ s daughter?” said the trandator.

Zanja gathered that these people would not count L eeba as a daughter, and said, “Karis can bear no
children of her own body.”

At this, the gathered people groaned and cried as though someone had died. The trandator explained,
graining the limit of hisvocabulary, that the Kawomen were good breeders, but the clan had long
thought the Kagift had died out, for in three generations there had been no sham-re. That Karis could
not pass on her talent to her own children was adreadful tragedy.

The people demanded to know why Karis could not breed and what the names of al her parents,
friends, and loverswere, in the order that she met them. “ Shouldn’t Karistell you thishersdf?’ Zanja
asked, but gradudly it became clear that to tell one's story was the duty of one' s shu-shan, which the
man confusedly trandated as “the people of her name.”

“Her clan?’ she asked, using the Juras word.
“No, no, her shu-shan.”

Zanjawas getting tired, and the camp’ s fleas had worked their way to her skin by then, and she was not
enduring the discomfort of their sharp bites with astoicism that would have made her teachers proud.
Shesad, “Am|1 in her shu’shan?’

“Y ou know her story, don’t you?’

She rubbed her eyes, which were burning from the smoke. The rain pounded on the stretched hide roof,
and leaked into some well-placed containers. She said, “Karis cannot bear children because her womb
was injured. Her father’ s name she does not know. | do not know the names from Karis's childhood, for
she has chosen to forget them. Thefirst one to befriend her was named Dind, whom she calls her
mother, though she did not know her long. Dinal’ s foster daughter, Norina, became her first and oldest
friend. | am her first and only lover, Zanja, of the Tarwein clan. And then her friends dl came at once:

J han, the healer who iswith us now, his daughter, Leeba; Emil, our elder; and Medric, awise man. That
isher entire shu’ shan.”

The man, diverted by curiosity, asked, “ Y our clan-nameis your second name? Do your people do
everything backwards?’

“I come from the furthest northern borderland of Shafta, and the Juras live in the furthest southern
borderland. My homeland isaswrinkled as yoursisflat, and the mountains are so high that some of them



at their pesks have gtars shining on them in the middle of the day. Y our people are large and fair and full
of noise. My people were small and dark and full of silence. Y ou Juras seem backwards to me!”

Thetrandator grinned at her. His curiosity and humor would make him afine dly, Zanjathought, ashe
turned to participate in the rapid, complicated discussion that Zanja could not follow. The fleas continued
to bite, and Zanja practiced her deep breathing, while the people talked interminably. She understood
that they were ill, after dl thistime, arguing about Karis s name. She put herself into alistening trance,
and came awake only when the man said, Tar-wein-zan-ja, does Kawish to continue to be known as
Ris?"

“Of course. Why wouldn't she?’
“Risisalogt-name, awilderness name. And now she has come home.”
Zanjasaid, “Would it be wrong for her to remember that she once was lost?’

“No, no,” hesad. “Itis her choice, but she may ask her clan to give her anew name, now that she has
come home.” The people talked some more. The man asked Zanjahow many of the people she named
were dead. When shetold him that Dinal had died in the Fall of the House of Lilterwess, the trandator
shook hishead morosely. “Then Karis snameistoo short.”

Zanjanamed some of the dtill-living people who had befriended Karisin Meartown: the forge master
Pao who taught her dl he knew, and Mardeth who had watched the gate and reminded Karisto edt.
More argument ensued, but at |ast the people gathered there seemed satisfied. “We will cal her
Karisri-lo-seth-ja-han-il-ric-ba. It isavery short name for awoman her age. But since she hasachild
in her shu’ shan, perhaps she will avoid losng her name entirely as her friends die.”

“I' will urge her to increase her shu’shan,” said Zanjagravely, though in her opinion Karis was not doing
s0 badly for awoman whose life had hardly begun until five years ago. Unlike Karis, Zanjawould have
had avery lengthy nameif the Sainnites had not killed her entire shu-shan in asingle night’ swork. Now
her Juras name would be shorter than Karis's. She knew from harsh experience that it wasindeed a
dreadful fate to be, by Juras standards, nameless, for so she had been for the months after the massacre,
before she met Karis and her own shu’ shan began to increase. Then she smiled allittle, redizing that
despite the fleas and smoke and weariness, her firelogic had not failed her, and she was sarting to
understand these people. She said, “Will your people hear what | have to say now?’

“They areligtening to you, Tar-wein-zan-ja.” Indeed, the people had al falen slent, and even the
children had ceased to fret.

“I will tell you astory,” she said in the Juras language. Her pronunciation, she knew, could only be
atrocious, and the vocabulary provided in the book she studied had not taught her even half the words
she needed to know. She did what she had aways done: she improvised, while her dly aided her by
re-saying the words she terribly mispronounced, or offering other words that carried her meaning more
clearly.

“There was atiny man who wore ablack coat and was named Little-Biting-Dust. | am afraid | cannot tell
you dl hisnames, for his shushan isvery great, and saying hisnamewould teke dl day. One day,
Little-Biting-Dust found adark magic in hisdinner, and he ateit. Though hewasjugt atiny man, sotiny
that he hardly could be seen, this dark magic made him powerful, for from that day forward everyone he
bit with hislittle teeth sickened and died. Y ou see, the dark magic had become part of hisblood, and
when he bit someone, the magic went into their blood too, and killed them.

“Little-Biting-Dust boasted to his shushan that athough he once had been amost nothing, now hewasa



man of great importance. They begged to know his secret, and he said, *'Y ou must follow me, and watch.
When | bite someone, wait for that person to fal sick. Then you bite that same person, and the dark
magic will go into your blood, and you will be as powerful asl.” So his numberless shu’ shan dl did ashe
said, and soon they al had his power. His clan became the most important people in the north. People
came and bowed down to Little-Biting-Dust and gave him everything they owned, even their clan
goatherd, in exchange for his promise not to bite them. But asyou can tell, hewas avery evil man, and
he broke dl his promises, and he bit everyone.

“Soon, Little-Biting-Dugt’ s clan began to starve. They had killed every person and animd in their town,
except for the rats, and now they had nothing to egt, for even they would not et rats. ‘What shall we
do? they cried.

“ *“Wemust go to anew town,” said Little-Biting-Dust. Now, as | said, these people were very small, so
they could ride the rats to the next town. Soon, the people in that town aso began to sicken and die.
There was nothing they could do to fight back, for Little-Biting-Dust’ s people were so small and fast that
nobody could catch them.

“But then one day, there came into that town awoman with a short name who had alot of goats she did
not want, who had the gift of the Ka-clan and was a sham-re. Her magic was stronger than
Little-Biting-Dust’ s magic, and soon the people who were sick began to get better, rather than dying.
Little-Biting-Dust was angry, and he jumped onto her leg to bite her, but she reached down and caught
him by the coat collar. “Now | have you, you evil little man,” she said, and she put him in her mouth and
cracked him open with her teeth. And so died Little-Biting-Dust, and not a day too soon!

“But by now, Little-Biting-Dudt’ s shu-shan were numerous as the blades of grassthat sprout up during
the spring mud, and they dl fled the wrath of the short-named woman, riding on the rats. Some went east
and some went west, and she chased them and found them and killed them al. But some went south and
they hid in a place they thought they never would be found: agood place where the skies are big and the
people sing with loud voices, aplace far away from the short-named woman’' s home. * She will never find
ushere,’ they said, and they started to bite the people, and the people began to fal ill. * That sham-re will
not stop us from becoming the most important peoplein theworld!’

“But then one day the sham-re arrived, for Little-Biting-Dust’ srelatives had settled in the home of the
short-named woman’s mother. And there was nowhere left for the little people with the dark magic to
run, for after the grasdand come the steppes, and after the steppes comes the waste, and no one has
ever crossed the waste dlive. So they all prepared for agreat battle, and today that battle begins.”

Zanjaawoke from along nap and found hersalf alone beside asmoldering fire. Her deep had not
relieved her weariness, but instead had sent it deeper, into the center of her bones, whereit filled her
marrow with lead. Y et, like dl her weary awakenings during thislong winter and spring, she awoke
satisfied. At last she had something to do, and it required al her faculties, body and mind. She got up,
groaning but not complaining.

Therain had eased, and the Juras had built a bonfire in which they were burning everything that might
shelter aflea The children danced; the young people wildly flung objectsinto thefire. The old people
sang: awild, big noise that issued from the deep of their chests and made Zanjafed giddy and powerful.
Inside the main hut, she found a pot of something and hel ped hersdlf to it, then ducked outside to avoid
the dust of cleaning. A woman told her that J han wasin the sick hut, but Karis had gone away. Zanja's
informant gestured vaguely.



Bringing their rain capes, Zanjaclimbed the cliff and looked out over the empty land, where the sky ill
hung so low she fdlt that she could touch it with her hands. Kariswas easy to spot: the talest thing
between Zanjaand the horizon. As Zanjadrew closer, she saw that Karis sat beside along, shalow
sretch of standing water. An ecstatic cacophony of toad voices croaked the praises of thistemporary
pond. A pair of long-legged birds, white as clouds, stalked through the clear water, snatching up the
love-frenzied toads to feed their own hatchlings.

Zanja squatted down beside Karis, who sat with her knees drawn up to her chest. The toads cried.
“Water herel Come make babies! Beware the toad-egter!” The clouds, which had seemed so till,
revealed themselves to be in motion—or else the earth itself was moving. The grassrustled, growing so
quickly that Zanjathought she could seeit. At timeslike these, she dmost understood the land as Karis
did. How impatient | must seemto her, Zanjathought.

Karissaid, “ Such big people! So loud, and crowded! They are exhausting.”
“They keep each other warm, | guess.”

The sky spit ruddly at them. Zanjaunrolled their rain capes, which smelled of dung smoke now. She
wrapped one around Karis. Looking into her lover’ sface, she saw an unfamiliar strain. She said,
surprised and concerned, “What isit?’

Karis dug ahand into wet sand. She said, “When there are no words for what | know, how am | to
explan mysf?’

“I’ll teach you words from other languages. Or I’ [l make words up for you.”
“Must there be words? | just want my toolbox, so | can whack away at something for awhile.”
After adlence, Zanjasad, “You'retired of people. I'll leave you done.”

Karis shand, wet and gritty, took hold of hers. Zanjasubsided, leaning against Karis' s shoulder, and
watched awhite bird stalk into the grass with a hapless toad dangling from her beak. Zanjatold Karis her
mother’ slong name, her own short name, and the name of her cousin who owned such aquantity of fine
goats. Karislistened in slence.

“The Juras people will dl gather together in afew weeks, and you' |l be able to meet your entire clan then,
if not before”

Karis nodded. “ That would be worth doing, | guess. But they are not my people, not like the Ashawaa'i
wereto you. Y ou dready understand the Juras better than | ever will, and you'll spend our entiretime
hereexplaining themtome.”

“That'strue,” said Zanja. “Isthat too bitter atruth for you?’

“It'snot bitter to know that my mother Kasanranamed me,” Karissaid. “1 assumed she just dropped me
in the street like adog drops her litter.” She took a harsh breath, and turned her face away. “But do |
want to know that bearing a child broke her heart?” Her wrecked voice sounded worse than usud. “If
every truth is bitter, then we' re better off with lies, aren’'t we?’

“Without the truth, we d never solve asingle problem.”
“Without the truth, we' d have no problems. Or at least, we wouldn’t know we had them.”

“What darknessthereisin your heart today.”



Karis uttered aweak laugh. “I’'m just talking like asmoke addict. A single breath of that suff and al pain
went away. How easy it was!”

Zanjahad never feared that Karis would return to using smoke, and now she smply nodded without
comment. Their love had been conceived in the midst of pain, and so they had aways allowed room for
each other’ s sorrow. But Zanja could not guess what made Karis so wretched now. While Zanjahad
napped, Karis had probably wandered the Juras camp, killing fleas, giving immunity to the heathy and
making certain none of the sick would get theillnessin their lungs. She had done the samein every town
they had passed through, and in her wake some people died, the rest recovered, and theillness
disappeared. It was anormal sequence of events by now.

“Something new has happened,” Zanjasaid a last. “ Something the ravens know, perhaps.”
“Yes. | can'texplainit.”

Zanjacould fed Karis sbulk, her muscle, and even some bone now that she had gotten thin with travel.
But Zanjacould fed her sturdiness dso, and a physica warmth that kept the chill and damp at bay.
“You'll tell mewhenyou can,” shesad.

Karislet go of her hand, and wiped a pam across the sand to smooth it. Then, she began to shapethe
wet sand into a map, complete with geographica features. Even though Karis had never seen those
places, the map would be accurate; where she went, the [and was never strangeto her. “ There' sten
more infected camps,” she said, and marked them with her fingertip. “ Seven to the east of us and three to
the west. When do the Juras gather together, do you know?’

“ After the spring rains have fdlen, when the grass is deeply rooted enough that the goats can be alowed
to graze, there' sawhite flower that blooms at around the time the goats drop their kids, and that’ sthe
time that the Juras people gather to sing to the stars and to make marriages.” Zanjagasped for breath.

“That was an unspeakable statement,” Karis observed.

“It' show they talk. They have big lungs”

“Wadll, the goats will start dropping kidsin about twenty days.”
Zanjastudied the map. “How far apart are the camps?’

“About aday’ sjourney. The herds need alot of room.” Karisfrowned. “If the infected people go to the
gathering, bringing their fleas with them—"

“You and J han need two or three daysin each camp. I'll have to run ahead, and persuade those people
to stay wherethey are.”

Karisgave her alook of despair. Confused, Zanjasaid, “For years before | met you, | was asolitary
traveler, 0 | anfairly skilled et it.”

“I never forget that,” said Karishoarsely.

“Well, it’ stoo bad we couldn’t bring araven, but ill, you'll dwaysknow wherel an—" Zanjalet her
voicetrall away. “What do you mean by that?’

Kariswastrembling. “What’ swrong with me?’

Zanjafdt asudden horror. She put her hand to Karis sforehead, and it was like putting her hand into a



crackling fire. “ Dear gods. Y ou can protect everyone—"
“I’'msick? Karis sounded blank. “Why am | Sck?’

Zanjatried to spesk camly. “Little-Biting-Dust wanted revenge, | guess. Someone must havetold him
that you can't hed yoursdf.”

“War makes me sick. Norinasaid so.”

“War only makesyou sick at heart,” said Zanja. “ Get up. I'm taking you to J han.”

Chapter Six

Zanjaknelt on the floor of pounded sand, near the edge of the crowded, stinking hut where after a
feverish night the sick had Igpsed into exhausted silence. An old man had died during the night, and as
soon as the sun rose, J han had gone out with the weary volunteers to expose his body to the sky, which
was the Juras way of disposing of the dead. J han would have preferred to burn the bodies, but the
closest firewood lay four daysjourney to the north. Lomito, the trandator, had assured Zanja that Juras
tradition would keep people away from the body while the scavengers did their work. Now, the
volunteers began to come back in: al old people whose names were getting short. They lay down on
their palletswith groans of exhaustion; like Zanjathey had been awake dl night. They muttered among
themsalves about the danger that the old man’ s ghost might haunt them because they had been too tired
to sng him properly into death, but soon they fdll slent.

All night, while Karislay restless and muttering with fever, Zanja had sponged her with cool water. Now
Karislay quiescent, pdlid, stark. The distinct marks of Little-Biting-Dust’ s dark magic had become
vigblein her flesh, mysterious bruises that J han said were battlegrounds. Fegling how cool Kariswas
now, Zanja covered her with a blanket.

Karis opened her eyes. “ Areyou gill here?” she said accusingly.

“Karis—"

“You haveto go!”

“I can't bring mysdlf to leave you.”

Karislooked at her: astrange look, resolved, not particularly tender. “ A solitary traveler,” she mumbled.
“Thet lifeisover.”

“No. Itisyour gift.” Her broken voice cracked. Her bruised eyelids closed.

Zanjasat back on her hedls. In four or five days time, J han would be able to say with some confidence
whether Kariswould survive. But by then Zanja should be far away, with no raven messenger to tell the
news. If Karislived, she wouldn't forgive Zanjafor remaining with her while awhole people was
devadtated by thisawful plague. And if Karisdied, Zanja s presence or absence would make no
differencein the outcome. But she could not make hersdf stand up and go.



The hut was dim, but outside the heavy clouds alowed in apromise of sunshine. The peoplewithin
breathed in and out, some snoring, others mumbling vaguely in their deep. Zanjatook out her glyph cards
and whispered aquestion. “If | leave, will Karisand | be separated forever!”

Shelooked down at the card her fingers had picked. 1t was Unbinding-and-Binding, with itsillustration of
two peopletied at either end of arope looped around arock, hanging helplesdy from a cliff. For oneto
climb, the other mugt fall. Zanja put the card back into the deck. She felt very strange: empty—so empty
shefdt dmost light—and giddy, though not with joy. She stood up and went out.

J han was adegp with the others, but Lomito was waiting outside near her pile of gear to bid her farewell.
J han would remain with Kariswhile Lomito traveled west and Zanja east, to teach the Juras how to
prevent the illness and how to care for those who were aready sick, but above dl to persuade them to
avoid the gathering.

Lomito said, “Be at peace, Tar-wein-zan-ja. There never was a sham-re of the Kaclan that could be
eedly killed.”

“Thank you,” she said digtantly. Shefdlt like shewasfdling; Lomito wasfar away, and Kariswas even
farther. “ Safe journey,” she said to him. She picked up her gear, and walked away.

From one crowded Juras camp to the next, astherain gradualy let up and the earth began to warm,
Zanjatraveled, told her story, saw the people indtitute J han’s plan for killing fleas and preventing
infection, and traveled on. It took fifteen days for the cloudsto break apart and drift away. That day
found Zanjaaone asthe vivid green plain unrolled before her feet like abolt of green slk. Blue sky met
green horizon, featurdessand flat in al directions, and only Zanja s own shadow could tell her which way
she was going. She had spent much of her life alone, but never had she been without atree or hill to
inform her of her place on the world. Now, as she walked, her interior spaces remained empty asthe
plain and the sky: disconnected, dl her tiesillusory, al her hopes avacancy. She became convinced that
Kariswas indeed dead, and wept as she walked, dazed by sorrow, dazzled by light, through athick
steam that began to rise as the sun warmed the wet sand.

Theair even smelled of deeth: afaint, sweet stink that gradually became overpowering. She wiped her
eyes and looked around herself, for she had gotten completely disoriented and might have been walking
inaimlesscirclesfor al she knew. Ahead of her, asturdy caravan rose out of the mi<t, still and derdlict as
awrecked ship lying askew on the shore. A broken axle, Zanjathought, but her nose told her that
something worse than amere mischance had befallen this house on whesdls.

When she drew close, she saw the remains of the dray horses, dead in their traces, haf eaten by
scavengers before the winter cold froze the remains. Now, fat fliesblew up in acloud as Zanja
approached, and vulturesfled in great, ungainly hops through the calf-deep grass. The message of the
dreadful scene was not too hard to read: the horses, trapped by the broken whedl, had died of starvation
with grassjust out of reach. But what of their driver?

The caravan door wastilted skyward, and the wood had swollen from the long rain. Shelevered the
door open with her knife blade, and then fdll back, gagging from the stink. She caught only aglimpse of
what lay within: aman’s dead bodly, rotting in atangle of ruined trade goods. Holding her nose, she
kicked the door shut, and fled beyond range of the smell to collect hersalf. No wonder her very thoughts
hed been infused with the stink of degth.

In the warmth of the afternoon, the steam began to burn away, and Zanja noticed that underfoot, beneath



the shelter of the grass leaves, a second plant was thriving and had ddmost completely matted over the
sand’ s surface with its small, lobed leaves. Looking closer, she saw thetiny green buds sweling. Inafew
more days, the sand would be decorated with flowers. She spotted asmall eruption in the sand, and
there emerged afat black bee the size of her thumb tip. He basked in the sunshine after his mead-sipping
winter underground, buzzing hiswings occasiondly, no doubt planning what he would do when the
flowers cameinto bloom.

So Karis now sat, somewhere on this same empty plain, with the sunshinein her face, thinking how to
restore her life after the ravages of illness and the hardships of that winter. Zanjasat back on her hedls,
beside the deepy bee, and let her fear and sorrow go. She had chased Little-Biting-Dust acrossthe plain,
from one Juras camp to the next, and in each camp she had found fewer sick and greater surprise at her
urgent message. Now, she had reached the end: adead man, apeddler, with illness carried in histrade
goods, and perhapsin stowaway rats aswell. Here the plague s journey had findly ended.

She dept for awhile beside her buzzing companion until she was awakened by goats bleating in the
distance. Shefollowed the sound to the flock, which meandered itslazy way acrossthe grasdand, driven,
or perhaps merely followed, by aloose cluster of heavily laden Juras. The giantslightly carried their
children, their early kids, their furniture, and their very houses upon their backs. When they spotted
Zanja s gpproach, they stopped dead in their tracks, staring. One of them said, “Look: it isavery smdl
person made of shadow.” Some rather ostentatioudly loosed their clubs, which they generdly used only
to defend the goats from predators, but they relaxed quickly enough when Zanja gave proper greetingsto
the headwoman. She explained that they should give wide berth to the wrecked caravan in the distance,
and eventudly, when she had explained enough, they gave her some provisions, and loaned her asmall
ax, which she promised to return when she found them again at the gathering of the Juras.

With this ax she chopped gpart the rolling mausoleum and used itswood for fue with which to build a
pyre. By noon the next day only black skeletons of wood and bone remained.

Zanja s boots had falen apart at the seams, and she arrived at the gathering of the Juras barefoot. She
had |et her long hair out of its braidsto dry, and had never bothered to plait it up again. As she made her
way among the gathered flocks of goats, where many agoat lay in labor or nursed her newborn kids, the
old does kept a close and hostile eye on her. At the center of this tremendous goat gathering lay the
camp, where severd hundred goatskin tents stood like tan sails on a green sea. Here, the Juras people
sat inthe sun, and talked, and sang, and roasted fresh meat on open fires. For once, it was not goat, but
buffalo, and it smelled ddlicious. Like the goats, the people turned in astonishment to watch Zanja pass.

When she returned her borrowed ax, the children of that household followed her through the camp,
asking question after question and begging to be alowed to touch her hair. They trailed behind her like a
pack of enthusiastic but clumsy puppies, until at the very heart of the camp they suddenly disappeared.
Shelifted her gaze at the sound of afamiliar, hoarse croak. A lone raven had landed on the tip of atent
pole. “Raven, isKarishere?’ she cried.

“Follow me"” said theraven.

Heled her to atight circle of tents, where she found abig Juras woman stting among her cousins, with
her hair cropped short and tied in tiny bunches all over her skull. Karis sface had gotten more dien as
well: pale and hollow, gaunt with iliness. She listened attentively to an e derly woman as though she could
understand her, while at her shoulder Lomito struggled out aframework of Shaftali words, with dl the
heart stripped out of them.



Zanjaknelt behind Karis and asked quietly, “Isthisyour mother’ srelaive?’
“Her aunt,” Karis said, without turning her head.

Zanjatook over the trandating, which seemed arelief to Lomito. The old woman said, “Do you know,
there are some goats that cannot be watched. The moment the herdersturn their back, this goat setsforth
from the flock. The wise goats call to her to come back, and warn her that there are places without
water, and places where hungry lions roam. But they cannot convince her, and so we find her later, dead
or injured. And if shelivesto bereturned safely to the flock again, she setsforth again, sooner or later.”

Kariswasnodding. “Yes, yes,” she said in the Juras language, which was probably the only word she
had |earned.

“My sgter’ sdaughter was like that goat: restless, heedless, dedf to advice. After she cameinto her
womanhood, she only grew worse: she often disappeared for days at atime, and nothing could keep her
at home, or make her contented with her mother’ sfineflock. At last, she disappeared entirely, and never
was seen again.”

“Wasitinthe spring?’ Karisasked. Karis knew al about the springtime restlessness that setsthe feet to
roaming.

“It wasin the spring, during the gathering. | remember that Man-in-Rolling-House came, and we traded
winter wool for fat and sweets to make afeast. Perhgps Kasanrawent with him, hidden in his house. My
sster Karisho had no other daughters, only sons, and so the goats went to my other sster’ s el dest
daughter, Kamole. Kamole was born before K asanra disappeared.”

“Do | look like Kasanra?' Karis asked.

The woman studied Karis sface. “| think you look as your mother would have, had she not killed hersdlf
with foolishness. Y ou look somewhat like Kamole, who now hasthree children, and her eldest borea
child thiswinter. Hereis Kamole now.”

Karis murmured, astounded, “My cousin is agrandmother?’

Everyoneinthecirclewasrising to their feet. Zanjastood up aswdll, but Karis only looked up politely as
abig, angry woman came into the circle. Zanja, her hand on Karis' s shoulder, said, “ Thiswoman isyour
enemy, I'mafraid.”

“She doeslook grim. Y ou should tell her they carried me herein alitter, and | am too wesk to stand.”
“What are you doing here, then?’ Zanjaasked, gppalled.

“Oh—trying not to waste any more of my life. Look a me: no goats, no grandchildren . . .” Shewas
smiling, but her hand closed over Zanja s as Kamole towered over her. The supposedly peaceful Juras
told tales of wrestling matches between rivals, and it wasrivalry over goats as often asit was over lovers.
Kamole certainly seemed to be in the right mood, and Zanja hoped she wouldn’t have to draw her
dagger in Karis sdefense.

Zanjasaid in the Jurastongue, “Karis gpologizesthat sheistill tooiill to stand.”

Kamole gave Zanjaa dartled 100k, as though she were a goat that had abruptly spoken. “What are
you?’ she demanded.

“I am acrosser of borders, aspeaker of languages, areader of signs. | an Zanjana Tarwein.”



“Huh,” said the woman. “The gathered Jurastalk only of the sham-re daughter of lost Kasanra. You
must be the one of her shu-shan who tells stories.”

Zanjasaid to Karis, “Wel, sheisunimpressed with us, and impliesthat anyone who admiresusis
frivolous”

“What'sto admire?’ said Karis. “I am too weak to stand, and you don’t even have shoes. But perhaps
you' d better reassure her that | don’t want her goats.”

“And insult her by implying that her goats are not desirable?’ Zanja spoke to Kamole. “ Karis saysthat
everyone has spoken highly of the daughter of her mother’ s Sster, whose goatherd isthefinest in the
southern plain. Sheisglad to finaly meet you.” Sheingructed Karis, “Look glad. Clasp her hand.”

Karisdid, and everyone but Kamole relaxed and sat down.
Kamole said, “Why have you come here? We prefer that the people of the forest lands leave us aone.”

Karissad, “Thisillness we have chased here would have killed so many Jurasthat perhapsthetribe
might not have recovered.”

Kamole replied obstinatdly, “ Every other stranger brings grief to the Juras. We have not forgotten how
the forest people brought their sheep onto the plains and | et them graze before the grass was properly
rooted, and so laid waste the land that our goats began to starve and the grasdand turned to desert.”

Karisgrumbled, “ That wasforty years ago. Neither one of uswas even born then.”
“I won't trandatethat,” said Zanja.

“Wall, remind her that Hardd G’ deon intervened, and forbade Shaftdi people to graze upon the plain,
and replanted the grass, and sent wagonloads of hay to feed the goats. And remind me to thank Emil and
Medric for forcing meto learn so much higtory.”

After Zanjahad reported this history, Kamole replied, “ That may be what happened. But now thisillness
was brought to us by evil fleas, and none of the Juras brought those fleasto our land. | know thisistrue.”

Zanjasad, “It’ strue that Man-in-Rolling-House brought the fleas here, inadvertently, and now heis
dead.”

“Sol” said Kamole.

“And we have cometo cureit,” Karissaid. “ The healer will remain with the Juras aslong as you need
him—uwill you refuse him hospitaity?”

No, Kamole did not plan to turn away aresource so valuable as J han, despite her objectionsto
strangers. And it would have made no differenceif she had, for the fourteen Juras clanswerefiercely
independent, and would give J han shelter no matter what Kamole said. Zanjawondered if Kariswould
ask hospitdity for hersdf, but she did not, and if she were hoping it might be offered voluntarily, shewas

disappointed.

Asthe sun began to sat, Karis, leaning on Zanja, walked dowly out of the great camp, among the goats
upon the open plain. There they drove a staff into the sand for the raven to perch on, and spread their
blanketsin the grass. Karislay for awhile with her face in the sand. But then she turned onto her back
and looked up at the sky. That broad expanse, unbounded by tree or mountain, had unnerved Zanja, for
in the high mountains, with al the world below her, she had never felt so exposed. But now the sky wasa



glory. “We |l watch the stars come out,” Karissaid.

They watched, huddled together for warmth, Zanjawith her head resting in the hollow crook of Karis's
bony shoulder. The goats closed in, and wheeled around them in a benign examination. The fearlesskids,
with the remains of umbilica cords sl hanging from their bellies, cameright up and stared them in the
face. The sky’ s colors dowly cooled, and stars pricked through the blue like distant lamps. Zanjatold
Karisof her travels. Karis said she could not remember being ill, and when her delirium had passed she
wondered why her hair had been cut. Lomito had returned from histrek by then, and explained it was
bad luck to havetangled hair.

Zanjasad, “If they had cut my hair | would think they were making me an outcast.”

“Wdll, they just want to make me seem more like them. Untie the knots, will you? 1 don't careif | offend
them.”

Zanjaworked by fed to undo the knots of yarn. “J han remained in the sick camps, | assume. Why did
he let you go to the gathering?’

“He sent me away to get somerest.”
“Y ou were hedling people?’
“I couldn't helpit,” Karissaid, and added, “ Y ou’ re laughing a me.”

Zanjaput her fingersthrough Karis s springy hair. Her own hair kept getting in the way. Karislifted away
the hair curtain and clasped it in afist at the ngpe of Zanja s neck. Zanjakissed her. Karis's mouth
opened under hers; she uttered asmall sound. The goats that had lain down around them looked at them
insome surprise.

There was an amazing sound, aswell of loud, sweset, deep voices. The Juras had begun singing to the
gars, which filled the ky in abrilliant crowd of lights. Kariswas crying hoarsely, undoing buttons ahead
of Zanja's mouth and tongue, and kept getting hersalf tangled in Zanja sloose hair. The voicesrose; the
empty sky blazed with light; the sand vibrated with sound. Karis gasped, uttered asmall shout. A
newborn kid asked its dam a deepy question. The Juras sang glory into the sky.

Later, Zanjaput Karis s clothing back on her so she wouldn't get chilled. When shefinished doing up
shirt buttons, she discovered that Karis sface was slvered with wet sarlight. “What?' Zanjasaid gently.
Karis put her arms around her, but was too weak to hold on for long. Resting on Karis s breast, Zanja
said, “1 thought the cards told me you would die. | should know better than to ask them a persona
question.”

Karisrubbed adeeve across her face. The Juras were still Snging, but softly. Perhapsit wasalullaby for
their children and their goats. Karis said, in arush of ragged words, “Just before| fel ill, Mabin
apologized for her wrongs, and asked meto sit in the G’ deon’ s chair. Norina says she was sincere. But |
did not accept.”

Zanjathought, | must not flinch. But she dready had.
“I could not accept!” Karis s voice was rawv—not just fatigued, but fearful, agonized.

Zanjarested her forehead againgt Karis s shoulder. After such sweet intimacy, to confront the fact of
their increasing estrangement seemed unendurable. “Karis, if I've made you fed like you haveto justify
yourself tome..."



“Fighting the plague has been ajoy to you,” said Karis. “Now thefight isover, you'll be aggrieved

agan.

Zanjawanted to contradict her, and could not do so. She said painfully, “If I could choose not to be
angry or disgppointed, | would make that choice with al my heart.”

“Andif | could choose to make you happy—"

“My happinessisnot your responsbility.”

“Oh, but your unhappinessis.”

“Dear gods, isthat what you think? That | blame you for my own failure to be contented?’

Karis shig hand had lifted to clagp Zanja s shoulder, but now it dipped down again and she said fretfully,
“I can't hold you.”

“Youdon't haveto,” Zanjasaid. Sheraised her head. * For five years |’ ve shaped my life by waiting,
though you never said that you would ever say yesto Shafta. So my impatienceis my own fault.”

Karis shand lifted again, and again it fell weskly to the sand.

She sad hoarsdy, “The plagueisover. But theland till cries out to mefor heding. Do you—does
everyone—think | am desf to that? | know | must do something. But | cannot act. It'snot a choice. |
have no choices. | have no choices.” Her voice was blurry with fatigue.

Because she could not say she understood, Zanjasaid, “Y ou need to rest.” Then shelay besde Karis,
glent.

Then Juras sang—such an astonishing song!—and the starswhirled wildly in the sky. Karishad fdlen
adeep. The goats dept around them, afield of goats that spread asfar as could be seen. Zanja
blinked—she had been dozing, and in her deep she heard Medric warning her not to put too much
importance on the plague. “Nothing changes,” he whispered in her ear. “Nothing changes.”

The cards had not been wrong. Zanja had asked if she and Karis would be separated forever—and the
dreadful answer was that they would not separate at dl. They were bound together on the side of the
cliff, trapped there, each of them unable to choose to let the other onefdl. And there they were destined
to remain.

Chapter Seven

“I'm weary of looking at your glum faces,” said Cadmar one evening at the peak of the spring bloom,
and he dug the whisky from his footlocker and started pouring drinks. Gilly, who had dready taken his
evening draught of opiates, perched like a hunched crow upon his stool, sipping from his glass and
uttering grave witticisms that no one would remember in the morning. After downing three glasses,
Cadmar turned garrulous and started reminiscing, though there was nothing Gilly and Clement didn’t
aready know about hisillugtriouslife.



“Drink,” he urged. “Drink and be cheerful .”
Clement drank, and pretended to be cheerful.

“Those were good days,” Cadmar concluded with asigh. Gilly, asthough to contradict him, dropped his
glassand, dowly at first but with increasing speed, dithered off his stool. Cadmar caught him and
dragged him acrassthe floor to the bed. “ The man can't hold hisdrink.” He fumbled with Gilly’ s shoes.
“How do these come off?’

Clement helped Cadmar put Gilly to bed, and checked that he was till breathing, for the medics had
warned that combining hisdrugswith liquor could kill him. As she stood looking down at her misshapen,
sardonic friend, her heart hurt in away that no soldier could ever admit to. Without him, her lifewould
certainly be unendurable.

“Arewe drunk yet?’ Cadmar asked.

“Drunk enough,” she said unenthusiagticaly.

“Well then, let’ sfind ourselves atrull. Like we used to do.”
“Generd—"

He held up ahand. “Y ou are not drunk enough.” Hefilled her glass and supervised until she had emptied
it. Her eyes watered; her ssomach protested; shefelt moreill than drunk. But it seemed apparent that
Cadmar would keep filling her glass until she either passed out like Gilly or began feigning a cheerful
mood more convincingly.

Asthey made their way to the garrison gate, she couldn’t help but ask, “ Aren’t wetoo old for this?” She
certainly felt too old.

“Not too old. Too dignified, maybe.”
“Wdl then—"

“But we are soldiers, by the gods! And who else are weto lie with, eh? We ve got no bunkmates and
we outrank everybody!”

Shesad, “But you'vegot Gilly.” Sheredized only then that she was truly drunk, though not pleasantly.
That Cadmar gtill sometimes made hisway to Gilly’ s bed was something she was not supposed to have
noticed.

“Gilly’ s getting old too.” Cadmar patted her with clumsy affection. “But you' ve got no oneat dl, old or
young. How long hasit been?’

“Morethanfiveyears,” she admitted.

“Fiveyears No wonder you are so glum.”

The gate captain coped so camly and expertly with the phenomenon of the general setting forthin search
of aprogtitute that Clement redlized this could not be the first time. The captain summoned adetail of a
half dozen soldiers and included hersdlf in the impromptu escort. It was avery quiet night. After spring
mud came the short summer season in which the year’ sfood was planted, grown and harvested, while



the bulk of the business and commerce was aso done. From now until autumn mud, the Shaftali would
work every moment of the rapidly lengthening days. Now, the shop shutters were closed, the windows
were dark, the streets echoed with the guards' hob-nailed footsteps, and Cadmar’ s cheerful voice
seemed very loud.

They would go to awoman who did not call hersdlf a progtitute, and made her services available only to
officers. Clement felt acertain relief: prostitutes were usualy smoke addicts, and she did not enjoy their

company.

“I understand the whore isn't pregnant,” said the captain. “Not a the moment, anyway. But she makes
some officer afather dmost every year.”

“She sdlsthem her children, you mean,” muttered Clement.
“She clamsthe officer isthe baby’ sfather.”
“Of course she does. If she's paid enough.”

Cadmar gave Clement areprimanding push. The captain said with strained cheer, “ Thisisthe place. I'll
ring the bell and seeif you can be accommodated.”

They had reached a modest townhouse, the only building on the street with lamps still lit. A stout, plainly
dressed woman answered the door, and soon the escorting soldiers had been shooed down a narrow
hall toward the kitchen. Meanwhile, the stout woman left Clement in atasteful drawing room while she
showed Cadmar up the sairs.

At least there had been no unseemly argument over who would go first. On the small room’sdelicate side
table, a swesating wedge of cheese and adry loaf of bread reminded Clement that she had drunk her
supper. She ate, which did not settle her rebellious stomach, and then began to be bored. She shuffled a
deck of cardsthat lay on thetable, trying to remember the solitary card games she had not played in
years. But then she noticed that the backs of the cards were decorated with avariety of pornographic
pictures, and she leafed through them. She had never seen such a subject portrayed both explicitly and
atfully before.

Cadmar came down the gtairs, looking composed and extraordinarily complacent. “Listen, Cadmar,”
Clement began, planning to excuse hersdf from thetrip upgtairs.

But he clasped her hand jovialy, saying, “ That woman hastaent! I’ ve paid her for us both, so don’'t pay
her again.”

It was hopeless. While waiting to be summoned, Clement diverted him with the pornographic cards. She
decided shewould go upstairs, St by the courtesan’ sfire, and let hersalf be entertained for haf an hour
by empty-headed conversation. Cadmar would never know his money had been wasted. The servant
cameto fetch her, and at the top of the stairs Clement stepped through an open door that was quietly
closed behind her.

She smelled flowers, very ddicate and faint, and her eye sought out the source: violets, she saw, and
daffodils—homely, early-blooming flowers tucked into crystal vases. The room waswarm, lamplit,
painted cora pink so that Clement fdt intimately embraced though the woman who was to entertain her
sat on thefar side of the room beside aquiet fire, with a piece of needlework in her hand. The big bed
lay demurely shadowed, though its covers were folded back to advertise the pristine whiteness of the
Shests.



Clement could smell not even ahint of old sex. It was aneat trick, she thought, as though she were
watching amagician at afair. The courtesan, eyebrow raised, gazed at her with some amusement.
“Lieutenant-Generd, | understand you' re here against your will. The genera gave me somerather srict
orders, however.”

“Fortunately, heisnot your generd.”

“Yes, itisfortunate.” The courtesan smiled, her hands busy making stitches that only a close observer
might redlize were haphazard. “Do comein and st by thefire. | will not throw mysdf onyou, | assure
you.”

Clement walked across soft carpets and sat, and the chair embraced her. The courtesan served her ahot
drink, sweet and milky, gently spiced. Clement sipped and felt her somach settle, finaly. This
comfortable, intimate room was not what she had expected. That she hungered for this comfort, this
quiet, she aso had not expected. Oh, she was weary of being who shewas! “ Cdl me Clement,” she said

desperately.
“Clement, | am Alrin.”

The courtesan was not young; nor was she intimidatingly beautiful. Theloose silk robe she wore outlined
infolds of light and darkness a heavy thigh, alush breast, abody as comfortable asthe chair in which she
now curled, setting aside her fancywork and smiling as though she had a secret. She and Clement spoke
of commonplace things: the town, the weather. Clement felt asif she had entered adifferent world, where
al was mundane and not even a prickle of violence and palitics could be felt. To leave the embrace of the
soft green chair and enter the embrace of dippery silk and lightly perfumed skin was not so hard to do. It
happened. Alrin made it happen by waiting and hinting and smiling that secret amile. Eventudly, the
pristine bed was put to use.

The homely flowers of spring bloomed in every crack where abit of earth might be shoved atop abulb.
The barren garrison’ s snowdrifts were replaced by drifts of flowersthat the occasond Shaftdi visitor had
no little cause to wonder at. The soldiers could coax aflower to bloom anywhere, and would sooner risk
injury than step on even the edge of aflowerbed. Clement supposed there was something contradictory
about the Sainnite love of flowers, certainly, the Shaftali found it peculiar. Clement’ s mother had filled her
coat pockets with bulbs on the way to becoming arefugee. Clement went to the garden every day to
watch her mother’ s flowers bloom.

Now it was summer, and asthe last of the spring blossoms shriveled in the warmth, Clement’ s sudden
romance with Alrin abruptly failed. “Y ou' ve gotten gloomy again,” commented Gilly onewarm day, as
the two of them were making the final plansfor Cadmar’ s annud tour of the garrisons.

She grunted discouragingly, but the ugly man had set his pen aside. “ Are we now strangers, you and 17’
“That’san odd remark,” she said.
“It' syou who have gotten odd, friend.”

“Well.” Shesighed. “I notice that Alrin’s belly has gotten round, and now | hear that half adozen officers
are bidding against each other to be named the baby’ s father.”

Gilly raised hiseyebrows. “Y ou were pretending she' s not what sheis?’



“Don’'t makefun of me. I’ ve seen your foolishness often enough.”

“I can’t deny it. Soyou'll vist her no more?’

“It was awaste of money.”

“By your gods, I'd pay for it mysdlf! A waste of money it was not!”

Clement muttered, “ So dl it takes to make me happy isan hour with atrull? 1 can hardly be proud of
thet.”

That night she went late to bed, not because she was up carousing, but because with warm weather came
the war, and death, and the cursed duty roster. She lay awake, of course, uncomfortable on her lumpy
mattress, which wanted re-stuffing. She had propped the windows open to the moonless night, and alittle
bat flew in on thetral of amoth, and flapped around the room a couple of times, practicaly soundless
but for adry rustle like leather in abreeze, and asquesk so shrill it waslittle more than ascratching in the
ears. Perhaps she actually dept, for when she saw a dandelion pod of fire explode againgt the stars, she
thought it was adream.

She stared at it, bedazzled, mystified, too astonished to fed afraid. Surely it was asign from the gods,
perhaps asign directed only to her, apromisethat her life' s purpose soon would be reveded. Thefire
faded, leaving aglowing trail behind. And now she heard a sound: an anima whine that became a scream
the like of which she had only ever heard on the battlefield. In afew wild steps, she stood naked at the
window, watching a soldier below dance amadman’ s dance as his arm and shoulder burned like
fatwood.

Getting dressed took only amoment. To run down the stairs to Cadmar’ s quarters took another. But
Cadmar was dready gone: while Clement sought enlightenment, he had already realized thet the garrison
was under attack, and he was ahead of her, out of the building already, where thefire faling from the sky
could burn him dive. “Gilly!” she bellowed, running full tilt down the hal to pound on hisdoor. “Wake
up, damn you!” She heard the muffled murmur of hisdrugged voice, and left him to save himsdf. Hewas
no soldier, but he knew how to keep out of harm’sway.

Sheran out the door and found the burned soldier moaning, charred, scarcely conscious where he had
been dragged into the shelter of the eaves. The sky exploded with fire. All across the garrison there were
shouts: darmed, astonished, and terrified. She shook the burned soldier brutally and shouted, “Wasit the
general who helped you? Which way did he go?’

The man said something, and perhaps he thought it wasintdlligible, but to Clement it meant nothing. She
left him and ran down the nearest road, toward the rising shouts and the glow of fire now burning the
rooftops. As sheran, she heard a captain blow his horn in the distance, sgnaling his disordered company
to follow him into battle. Cadmar would chase that sound like a hound chases arabbit— and just as
mindlesdy, she thought grimly. Sheran after him, her pistols unloaded and her saber banging on her leg,
with the sky exploding overhead and the garrison erupting below, and as she ran she cursed Cadmar,
and cursed even louder at the beauty of the deadly explosionsthat filled the sky.

She reached a chaotic knot of soldierswho seemed to be trying to fight the fire that threatened to burn
their barracks down, though the flames were mostly out of reach of the water they tossed at it. Shefound
their captain and shouted at him to give up and find the source of the explosivesingtead, but he gave her
adazed look asthough he had lost his mind or thought she had lost hers. He shouted that he had not seen



Cadmar, which meant nothing.

She heard the distant horn again, and ran, and above the rising sound of chaos she thought she heard
gunshots. It was asatisfying sound: at least someone had found something to do besides gape
dishdlievingly at thefire that exploded al around.

Rockets, she thought suddenly. Rockets, like the ones that five years ago had burned down agarrisonin
South Hill, supposedly invented by a now-dead Pdadin named Annis. “Annis sFire,” the people had
caled the deadly stuff that dripped out of the sky, igniting whatever it landed on with flames that could
not be extinguished by water. Sand would work, but there was not enough sand in the entire city to save
this garrison from burning.

Her lungs ached. Cadmar was not quick-footed, and she should have caught up with him by now. She
dowed her pace; she had lost him.

She heard ahorn close by. Ahead of her were flares of ignited gunpowder, pistol shots, the shouts and
cries of battle. She had run amost onto the hedl's of an organized company of soldiers, and they in turn
had run into an ambush. She ducked into adoorway asapistol ball plunked into wood, and finally took
the time to load her wegpons. When she peered out, she saw little more than shadows, but then aflaring
fire nearby lit up the street in garish light and she could see. Some people lay wounded, and they soon
would burn to death if no one dragged them to safety. Beyond, blades flashed as soldiers and strangers
endeavored to kill each other hand-to-hand. One soldier, sapling-thin and giddy with excitement, was
briskly rescued from her foolishness by abig, laconic woman whose saber moved so quickly it scarcely
seemed to move at al. Clement recognized both of them: the big woman was her frequent training
partner, one of the best blade fightersin the garrison. The sgpling was young Kdlin.

“Get that child out of danger!” shecried. “ Sheistoo young for battle!”

Of courseit was absurd: in the screams and shouts, the clash of blades and the explosion of gunfire, with
the flames roaring in the nearby roof, Clement’ s voice was like the squesk of that evening' s wayfarer bat.
The sapling girl and the laconic soldier plunged side by side into the dark tangle of blade and ball.
Clement ran after them.

A shout. She used her saber to cut her way through aman she presumed to be her enemy. A whiteface,
she remembered later, garishly lit by flame, with black marks on hisforehead. The flash of gunpowder,
the whine of aprojectile. She flung hersdf flat, and rolled, and saw gobbets of fire raining down, and got
to her feet and ran. The sapling and the soldier had ducked into the shadows of the eavesto avoid the
deadly rain. Clement coughed smoke and chased them, shouting hoarsely, but if they heard her they gave
her cry no importance. Apparently, they thought they were heroes.

Perhaps these two had been following Captain Herme' ssignals, but now they had |eft the company
behind. The three women gppeared to be done in the strange night, the fighting left behind them now, the
buildings here seeming empty and not yet burning. Ahead lay the garden, strangdly it with lamp flame and
with—oh, Clement saw it now—the fiery rise of rockets. So thiswas where the rocketeers had set up
their base. And did those two heroes think that it would be left unguarded? Or that they alone could end
the attack? Apparently, they did.

Gasping now, for she had run across the entire garrison, Clement shouted weskly, “ Beware
sharpshooters!” Even as she cried out, there was aflash and the tall woman quietly folded herself upin
the middle of the street, like auniform on ashelf. Clement could already see her name, writtenina
company clerk’ s bold handwriting. Another dead soldier with no oneto replace her.

Kédin did not even seem to know what had happened. She would be eager, too drunk on excitement to



be wise, imagining hersdlf as the one who would save the garrison from certain ruin. The girl ran raight
to the garden fence and climbed it. She seemed to hesitate only amoment as she looked back and
redlized she had lost her companion. Perhaps she was surprised to learn that desth was possible after dll.
Perhaps she even remembered that Captain Herme had commanded her never to do anything aone.
Perhapsit occurred to her that she should wait, for the rest of her company would soon break through
the battle line. But there was no glory in waiting, was there?

She dropped down the other side of the fence. Clement reached through the barsto grab for the booted
hedl that had aready begun to run across the grass, toward the garden’ sfiery center where, with a
shower of sparks, another rocket went arcing across the sky. Clement watched her go. She dared not
shout after her, and could only watch, clenching the iron fence like aprisoner, asKelin dl but flew to the
gaishritud. A half dozen giddy people seemed to dance and bow, with flaming lucifersin their hands,
and then they al went dancing back. With adeep sound like arushing wind or waterfdl, the light flew
fiercdy up into the sky, trailing sparks and agently glowing smoke. And then Kelin was on them, swift,
blithe, oblivious. Perhaps she managed to injure one—it was hard to tell in the tricky light—and then she
was cut down.

Clement groaned as though the swordcut had entered her own pounding heart. Her eyes ached with
smoke and from peering into the shadows. The rocketeers dance went on: in and out, matter-of-fact.
Another rocket burst into the sky.

Clement’ s head began to clear. She had gotten afew good breaths of air, perhaps, or perhaps she was
smply too inured to battle to weep for long. She had begun to plan the attack on the rocketeers before
she even redized it, and when Herme' s company, now missing two members, came running down the
street, she was ready to tell them what to do.

Hourslater, Clement finally located Cadmar. Having himsdf never gone near the battle, he chastised her
for her hot-headedness. She had commanded the company that €liminated the rocketeers, and had, after
al that, emerged unscathed. Only Cadmar, whose temper came mostly from envy, could have failed to
appreciate what a hollow victory it was.

When he had used up his anger, he sent her to locate Commander Ellid, atask that wasted what
remained of the morning. Clement found the garrison commander &t last, sanding before the smoking ruin
of abarracks, with her hair snged and her face black with soot. Clement would not have recognized her
if not for theinggniaon her hat and the messengersthat circled her like bees around their hive. Ellid was
astrong-willed, short-tempered old veteran who enjoyed good food and had never forgiven Cadmar for
driving away her excellent cook. But today she seemed relieved to learn of the generd’ s safety.

“Hewasfighting firesdl night,” said Clement. “Now he svigting injured soldiersin theinfirmary. HE sno
worse hurt than you are.”

The commander looked ruefully at her snged uniform. “A few burns” Her voice was ahoarse rasp; like
Clement she had been breathing smoke and screaming orders al night. “ The generd,” she added, “was
supposed to go to safety should the garrison be attacked.”

“Surely you know that he will never be so prudent. But it was my duty to escort him to safety, if any
safety could have been found last night, and | could not even find him, and ended up in danger mysdif.
It' sbeen astupid night.”

“That strue enough. Wdll, it' sover, en?” Ellid lifted her head and surveyed the smoking ruin of her



garrison with swollen, red-rimmed eyes. “ Though | can’t believewhat | see,” she muttered.

“Therefectory isgill sanding, anyway, though the kitchen is gone. The generd requeststhat you meset
him there. Surdly the cooks will soon manage to produce something to eat.”

Ellid made asoldier’ s gesture, smultaneoudy acknowledging, agreeing to, and delaying compliance with
an order. One of her lieutenants was approaching, and she turned to see what he wanted.

Again, Clement limped dowly down cobbled streets turned black with ash, past smoking ruins of charred
timbers. Soldiers sprawled here and there, the dead difficult to distinguish from the exhausted living, all
dressed in ashes and masked with soot. At awell where the ground was till awash from the spilled
water of afireline, some soldierstook turns dunking their snged headsinto a bucket of water. Clement
joined them, took aturn with the cake of soap, and looked up from rinsing the grime away to find the
gathered soldiers giving her demoraized sdutes. One of them took her hat and polished the soot from her
indgnias. “Lieutenant-Generd, the Lucky Man says anyone who seesyouisto tell you he'sinthe
generd’ squarters.”

She went there. Gilly had taken over Cadmar’ stable, snce Commander Ellid’ s quarters had burned to
the ground. He and the garrison clerk had opened the log and rosters, which, being singed in places,
apparently had been snatched out of the flames. Soldiers came and went, to tell the clerk and secretary
the names of soldiers dead or wounded. Soon it would be Clement’ sturn to deal with that dreadful
paperwork. Perhaps thiswould be the disaster that finally forced Cadmar to close agarrison for lack of
soldiers. And then the Paladinswould redlize the Sainnites secret weakness.

“Comewithme,” she said desperately to Gilly.

She brought him his cane and helped him to hisfeet, and waked him past anewly arrived soldier, who
was so tired he could scarcdly tell the clerk the name of hisfallen comrade.

Asthey waked down the hdl, Gilly, leaning more heavily than usua on his cane, said admiringly, “The
clerk actualy ran into aburning building to save the records. If she hadn’t, wewould bein quitea

tangle”

Clement looked a him in dishdlief. Gilly’ sugly face twisted with an ugly grin, and Clement began to
laugh. Laughter whooped out of her aching chest: mad, mysterious. She laughed until she choked, and
Gilly, still grinning his dreadful grin, pounded her too roughly on the back. She sopped up the tears that
were running down her face. “Godsl Don't do that to me again today! It's been ahellish night!”

Gilly grunted. “ The soldiers think we were attacked by magic.”

“Cadmar did too, until I reminded him of Annis' sFire. They say that Anniswasageniuswith
explosves”

“W%’?’

“Apparently, even her family believes she’ slong deed, accidentally killed by Paladins. Her rockets and
her fire haven't been used since she died, but | guess she told someone her secret after al.”

They found Cadmar holding the clenched hand of awoman whose face had been burned to the bone.
Theinfirmary stank of burned meat and sounded like a nightmare. The medics went around with smoke
pipesto quiet the agony of the ones they judged were dying, but those that might live continued to



scream.

“By thethree gods!” cried Cadmar in afury, once they were outside. “ The Paadinswill regret this
cowardly attack!”

They had nearly reached the refectory before Cadmar had raged himself into slence. Clement then
ventured to say, “ Commander Ellid will have enough to do just solving the practical problems of
recovering from this attack. Let me handle the counter-attack. WWe must have a strong reaction—an
intolerable one.”

Cadmar said, “You'll need a detachment to serve under your command.”

Asthey entered the refectory, Gilly muttered to Clement, *Y ou think the Paladinswon't target you now?
Y ou could be dead before midsummer.”

“I'd rather be dead than have to dedl with the duty roster after this disaster.”
“What kind of revenge do you havein mind?’
“I'll taketheir children,” Clement said, “and raise them to be soldiers.”

Gilly looked stunned. But later, asthey ate gummy gray porridge with Ellid, her lieutenants, and some of
her captains, and Cadmar’ sresilience began to display itsdf in energetic conversation, Gilly leaned over
to Clement and said softly, “It' sbrilliant! But if we start stedling children, you' |l put that courtesan of
yours out of business.”

The commanders were piecing together a chronology of the night’ s events, al of which Clement dready
knew or had surmised. Cadmar announced that anyone who knew anything about the attackers wasto
be sent to Clement. They decided to go asagroup to view the sites of the heaviest fighting.

The ten of them made dow progress across the garrison. Teams of soldiers methodically sorted the living
from the dead, and the streetsthat before had been littered with bodies were now busy with exhausted
soldiers being herded to food and shelter, injured soldiers being carried to the infirmary, and old veterans
with buckets of soapy water, washing the faces of the dead so they could beidentified. They passed an
improvised paddock, where hysterical horses rescued from the burning stable were being soothed and
treated. Shock had aready given way to efficiency.

Gilly was obvioudy in pain, and seemed glad to have to pause again to let some litter bearers pass. He
was accustomed to pain, and it only seemed to give his sharp mind a certain ruthlessness. He said, “This
troubles me, this attack. It's not like the others. It goes against Mabin’ s directives, and the local Paadins
own disinclination to do anything that might lead to retdiation. They pride themselves on their long view,
don't they? And on their caution.”

Cadmar and Ellid had paused ahead of them, and Captain Herme was narrating how the well-armed
attackers had lain there in ambush and had—he seemed reluctant to admit it—defended their position
with determination and courage. Some ten of their bodieslay tossed contemptuoudy into apile. Did the
officers care to view them?

“What for?’ asked Cadmar.

But Gilly had dready limped over to the pile of dead bodies. “ They are o young,” hesaid. “Thisdsois
not right.”

Clement stopped looking at the wounds and turned her attention to the faces. “ And Paladins sneer at us



for sending children towar,” she said.
“What isthat on hisforehead? Wipe off hisface, will you?’

Clement had nothing to wipe anyone sface with, but Gilly produced avoluminous handkerchief, and she
bent over to smear away the soot and gore from the young man’ s forehead. What remained was a mark,
painted in what appeared to be black ink. Gilly examined it sllently and intently, and then stood back,
looking first bemused and then unnerved.

He said to Cadmar, who grimly waited, “1 would guess these fighters dl have the same mark on their
foreheads. It isaglyph, the onethat is caled the Pyre, or Death-and-Life.”

“What doesit mean?’ asked Cadmar.

Gilly shook hishead, his ugly face unreadable now. Asthey resumed their progress, Clement tucked a
hand under his ebow to give him some help inwalking. She said, “Y ou suspect something.”

Gilly said, “ Councilor Mabin herself wrote in her book that shewas at Harald G’ deon’ s Ssde when he
died. She observed that he did not vest a successor. These rumorswe' ve heard about a L ost
G’ deon—Mabin hasto be certain they are untrue.”

“So?’ Clement fdt nearly hystericd with exhaugtion, and strangling Gilly seemed better than listening to
him recount irrelevant history.

“So | must conclude that these people who attacked us last night could not have been Paladins. That
glyph on the dead man’ sfaceisthe sign that used to be carried through Shaftal whenever an old G’ deon
died and anew one was vested: Death-and-Life, meaning that the G’ deon burnsin the pyre and yet the
G’ deon lives. Mabin would never allow her peopleto display that sgn.”

Clement was sllent. She had paid little attention to the rumors of alost G’ deon, and wastrying now to
remember when shefirst had heard them. It had been less than five years ago, but Harald had been dead
for twenty. “Y ou think these people who attacked us believe Harad vested someone before he died?’

“That big woman who supposedly pierced Councilor Mabin’s heart with a spike—perhapsthey are
fighting for her.” He paused, then said one moreword, but it reverberated in Clement’ s scrambled
thoughts. “Fanatics,” he said.

L ater, they stood together in the scorched garden, looking down at the dender soldier who had runin
such glad foolishness to her own pointless death. The soldiers had separated Kelin's body from the
others, had wiped the soot and blood from her young face, and had covered her ugly wounds with a
blanket. But they could not put the vibrancy back into her dack face, or the liveliness back into her blank
eyes. Clement looked away from the girl’ sbody. Gilly fumbled for his sooty handkerchief. He should
have known better than to become fond of a young soldier, Clement thought bitterly. All Sainnite
children diein war. Asfast as we send theminto battle, they die. We might as well just kill them
when they' re born and save us all the trouble of raising them.



Part 2
How Raven Became A God

When Raven was young, he had three friends: a grasshopper, a sparrow, and awolf. They dl were
restless troublemakers, the shame of their clans and the scourge of their tribes.

Oneday, the bird gods appeared to Raven and said, “We have been watching you along time, and we
think we might make you into agod. But first you must make something that has never been seen before,
to proveto usthat you are clever enough to beagod.”

Of course, Raven wanted to be agod, but he had no idea how to make something that had never been
seen before. So he asked hisfriend the grasshopper for advice. The grasshopper said, “Well, | know one
thing that has never been seen before: it isthe soul of my clan, that lies a the center of thevillage, in ahut
that nobody enters.”

Then Raven went to the sparrow for advice, and the sparrow said, “Well, | know one thing that has
never been seen before. It isthe soul of my clan, that lies at the center of the village, in the hut that
nobody enters.”

Then, Raven went to the wolf for advice, and thewolf said, “Wdll, | know one thing that has never been
seen before. It isthe soul of my clan, that lies at the center of the village, in the hut that nobody enters.”

So then Raven called together hisfriends. He said, “1 have thought of awonderful joke. Wewill goto
each of your villages and make agreat noise, and they will think they are being attacked. They will dl run
about like the ant clan, and we will hide in the woods and laugh at them.”

They al agreed that thiswas afine plan. So they waited for the dark moon, and on that night they all met
outside the sparrow’ s village. They each had brought al the whistles and rattles they could find, and they
gpread out along the edge of the village and each commenced yelling and whistling and shaking their
rattles. Soon, the sparrow warriors came running out of the village to find their enemy, while the sparrow
eldersand children hid in the huts. The three friends dl dipped into the woods, laughing. But Raven
sneaked into the center of the village, and found the hut that has no door, and with his claws he cut adit
inthewadl and dipped in. Therein the hut he found the soul of the sparrow clan.

Now, no one except Raven has ever seen asoul, so | can't tell you what the soul looked like. But Raven
bit off apiece of it with his sharp beak and put it in his satchel. Then he dipped out of the hut and sewed
up the opening he had made in the wall, so no one would notice, and he went and found hisfriendsin the
woods. “Was't that fun!” he said. “Let’ sdo it again, thistime at the grasshopper clan.”

So they did it again, at the grasshopper clan and then at the wolf clan, and each time Raven snesked into
the village and stole a piece of the clan’s soul. But after the wolf warriors had run into the woods looking
for their enemy, they encountered the sparrow and grasshopper warriors, who were al searching the

forest. They each thought that the other clans had banded together against them, and a huge battle began.

Inthe morning, Raven’ sfriendsfound him in his camp, where helived by himsdlf. They al were sick with
horror. “The warriors of our people have dl killed each other, and now our clanswill hate each other for
many generationd” they cried.

But Raven didn’t care. He had apot of stew and he offered each of hisfriends some, but they were too
upset to eat. So Raven ateit dl himsdlf, and hisfriends went away in disgust and never talked to him



agan.

Now, the stew was made out of the pieces of soul the Raven had stolen from each of the clans. After a
while, he started to have a somachache, but he endured the pain, for he wanted very badly to be agod.
And then &t last he put piece of leather on the ground and he defecated on it, and therelay araven’sturd

made of the digested souls of the three clans. No one has ever seen a soul-turd except for Raven, but
you can imagine it wasn't pretty to look at.

Raven packaged up that turd and took it to the gods. “Hereyou go,” he said. “Here is something that has
never been seen before.” The gods all looked at the turd, and then they looked at each other, and finally
one of them said, “I can’t believe that you have donethisl But we have no choice except to make you a
god. Consdering al the havoc you have wresked, | think we will make you the god of death.” And that
ishow Raven became agod.

Asfor theturd, it was so disgusting that they buried it. A year |ater, Raven went back that way, and
where the turd had been buried, anew clan had risen up out of the ground, and wereliving in anew
village. They farmed and sang love songs like the grasshopper. They were clever and hardworking like
the sparrow. And they wereloya and brave asthe wolf. Raven took a specia liking to them because his
turd wasthe soul of the clan. They were the first human people.

Chapter Eight

The farm family, having been shouted out of their beds, huddled together asfar asthey could get from the
heavily armed, impatient soldiers that crammed the dark parlor. The farmstead’ s many children had been

made invisible behind afortress of resolute adults. But one man, cut out from the crowd with a screaming
childin hisarms, faced down the hardened fighters that surrounded him. *Y ou will not take the child,” he

sad.

By theflickering light of the lantern held up by the signal-man, Clement distantly examined the stubborn
father. He did not seem old, but he was desiccated, his hair molting, his eyes set in shadowed hollows,
his body sagging as though his muscles were coming detached from his bones. To admire hishopeless
courage was a poor srategy, but as anearby soldier eagerly lifted his club, Clement forestalled him with
araised hand. She said quietly to the man, “Y our daughter’ slast memory of you will be of your degth.”

Theman’shand protectively cupped his daughter’ s Skull as she hid her face in his shoulder. Obstinately,
fearlesdy, he said, “Y ou will not take her!”

They had just one night to round up forty children—Clement could waste no time in argument. She began
to lower her upraised hand, and like a puppet the soldier again lifted his club.

“Wait!” An old woman stepped into the light, jerking hersalf loose from the hands that reached out to
restrain her. “Take meinstead.”

“No!” cried thefarmers. But the old woman, trailing a blanket snatched from her bed, gestured
dismissvey &t them.



“Takethe old woman,” Clement said to the soldiers.

They laid hands on the old woman; they hurt her until she cried out. A grinning soldier pricked her throat
with adagger.

Now thelittle girl’ sfather looked panicked. Good. Clement said, “We Il kill the old woman first. And
weé'll kill therest of your family, one a atime. And with al of them dead, you'll till losethegirl.”

The man said dully to his hysterica daughter, “ Davi, you go with these people. Be abrave girl.”
“No!” she shrieked. “They scareme!”

Clement jerked the girl out of the man’s grip, and handed her, flailing and screaming, to the soldier behind
her. The father uttered ashout and flung himsalf after her. A sharp crack on the head, and hefdll. The old
woman, released, cried bitterly, “We will never forget thigl”

Out in the yard, which was crowded with war horses, they dumped the screaming child into the closed
wagon, where her cries revived those of the other children previoudy snatched from other farmswhere
other farmers had offered the same outraged, disbelieving resistance. It had become aroutine. So far
Clement had managed to convince the families of her seriousness without killing anyone. In Sainna, the
parents would have begged her to take the children so they’ d have one less mouth to feed.

“That' sfourteen kids,” said the sergeant in charge of guarding the wagon.
“Mount up,” said Clement.
“Mount up!” cried the captain, and the signal-man led the way, with hislantern.

It was agorgeous, soft night: spring’ s swift bloom had given way to summer; winter’ s bitter winds and
drifting snow were nearly impossible to remember now. Stars crowded the sky, and Clement could
amost imagine whet the Shaftai found to lovein this unforgiving land. The children’s muffled cries settled
to whimpers, and Clement could hear bird calls and adin of frogs at the pond they were passing. She
pretended to hersalf that she was serene enough to appreciate thislovely ride. Forty children for forty
dead soldiers: agrueling night.

She had |et the people of Watfield and the surrounding countryside wait for retribution. Immediately after
thefire, theloca Pdadins had been mustered, and for along time had hovered just outside the city,
where they made themsalves anuisance by interfering with lumber deliveries. Occasiondly, Ellid, to boost
morae, had sent out a company of angry soldiersto fight with them. When Cadmar, Gilly, and a select
company of soldiers had ridden out to begin the tour of the garrisons, they reportedly had enjoyed a
brisk clash of arms asthey passed through the Paadins perimeter. Now, nearly amonth after thefire,
the Pdadin alert had relaxed. That night, Clement and her detachment had dipped out of the city
unnoticed, and so far had done their work unhindered.

Clement could not predict how long it would take for the Paladins to converge on them or how much the
presence of children would inhibit them from attacking. The attackers would probably try to forcethe
soldiers to abandon the wagon, and Clement had trained the detachment accordingly. The soldiers had
enjoyed the playacting, which was easer and more interesting than clearing rubble. Clement had needed
the digtraction, for shefet that shelived in the shadow of doom, and Gilly was not thereto jolt her out of
her dark mood with his acerbic commentary.

They rode into an empty farmstead. The soldiers searched the house and reported bed covers flung back
and clothing tossed about. After they were on the road again, the captain rode up beside Clement and



said, “1 supposethere’ safarmer galloping ahead of uson afast horse.”

In the past, farmers could have warned their neighbors or summoned help using bellsthat were hit with
iron poles, but they had long since been broken of that habit by Sainnite retribution. Clement said,
“Farmersdon’t have fast horses. They’re probably running from farm to farmin relay. Let’ shurry our
pace, skip acouple of farms, and seeif we can get ahead of the alarm again.”

By this method, Clement’ s detachment managed to acquire a couple of more children, but then they
found only empty beds again.

“Signd fire,” the captain said in disgust.

Clement had also noticed light flaring on a hilltop, and knew that soon several more scattered hilltops
would be aflame. “Return to Watfield,” she said. “ Quickly. No need to spare the horses now. And let’s
hope no onein town noticesthe sgnals.”

In the city, her soldiers broke down the doors of two and even three houses at once. Even though
Clement inasted that they take only one child from each household, the total quickly mounted by ten,
fifteen, twenty more children before the forewarned parents began hiding their children from the soldiers
in cellars, woodsheds, and attics. The soldiers, forced to extricate cowering, hysterical children from dark
and cluttered places while holding back and sometimes fighting desperate parents, began to lose their
tempers. Clement, supervising from the street, heard reports of blood spilled, of achild injured. She
listened to the city rousing: dogs barked as aripple of door pounding and warning shouts spread down
the streets from her operation.

“How many recruits do we have?’ she asked the sergeant in charge of guarding the wagon.
“Recruits” He laughed as though he thought shewasjoking. “ Thirty-gx.”

“Close enough to forty. Signal-man! Retrest to garrison!”

The night was no longer quiet. From the water gate Clement could see adistant beacon, itsflames
subsiding now but still bright in the distance. The roused city echoed with the angry clangor of pots being
banged. A mob had gathered at the garrison gate, and all watches had been mustered to guard the wall.
Periodicaly, Ellid s bugler sounded asignd, which received an orderly answer from each of the scatered
companies. The signastold Clement that there had been some few skirmishes, but so far no
emergencies.

Clement wasfeding very tired. The sgnal-man told her the time; soon dawn light would tart to
extinguish the stars. Clement rubbed her face vigoroudly and shouted at the stable sergeant, “How long
doesit take to change horses?’

“It' shard to get the harnesses buckled in the dark, Lieutenant-Generd,” he said apologeticaly.

At last, the fresh horses werein their traces, and they were led down the ramp onto the barge, pulling the
wagon-load of children behind them. The whedlswere secured. As the wagon swayed with the



movements of the water, Clement could hear children whimpering again. They would quickly learn not to
cry, just as Clement had when her soldier-mother came to take her away from the only home she had
known.

The barge was loose; the dray horses on shore leaned into the traces. Clement watched until the barge
had been towed through the water gate and was picked up by the river’ s duggish current. It would reach
agarrison down river by mid-afternoon and from there the wagon would travel to the children’s garrison.
Sheturned away, sghing with relief. Her operation had been a success.

Some six days later, the gate remained blocked by arestless crowd that banged their pots and uttered
ugly shouts every time the garrison bell rang. Food supplies camein by the water gate, but three times
Pdadins had cut barges |oose from their tow-horses to be carried away and eventually wrecked by the
dow current. Now, asfar away asthe western borders, lumber millsrefused to sdll at any priceif they
sugpected the lumber was going to Waitfield garrison.

“We can’'t manage without wood!” In atemper, Commander Ellid paced Cadmar’ s quarters, stepping
over and around the clutter of deeping palets and gear. Most of the garrison’ s officerswere deeping in
Cadmar’ s quarters at night; four companies dept in shiftsin the hdlways, and Clement dept with haf a
company in her own room, while another half occupied it in the daytime. Since thefire, solitude could
only befound out of doors.

Clement got up from Cadmar’ stable, where she had been going over the duty roster, and took Gilly’s
book of maps fromits shelf. “We |l send a company from another garrison to take over alumber mill,”
she said. “ Show me where the wood is coming from.”

They discussed logigtics, and Clement wrote an order in her own hand, which she had done alot lately.
The harried company clerk arrived, mixed afresh bottle of ink and trimmed severd pens, and |eft again
with asheaf of paper under her arm. She was not doing duty as a scribe anymore, for she wasthe only
person in the garrison who could cipher well enough to produce reliable measurementsfor the building
plans. “Noworkers” grumbled Ellid, till in atemper. “No materids, no facilities, no plans—" The door
opened to admit an aide carrying atray. “No edible food!”

Clement glanced at the unappetizing mess the aide set down on the table. Therewas adistinct smell of
scorched potatoes.

Ellid continued, “And in these conditions I’ m to rebuild a garrison in three months' time? | can predict
now that we' re spending the winter without a roof over our heads.”

Clement said, “I would apologize that my operation has made yours more difficult, but since there’ s been
no more rocket attacks, it seemsjustified.”

“Y ou did what you had to, Lieutenant-General.” Ellid sat down to stir aspoon in what passed for stew,
then picked up alump of bread instead, with no butter, of course. “No kitchen,” she muttered. “ But my
old cook would have managed, by the gods!”

Clement hacked open alump of bread and dropped brick-hard pieces into the watery stew to soften.
Shewas weary of other people's complaints. Even in the garden, where she worked sometimesto repair
the damaged beds and coax the summer flowersinto bloom, her fellow gardeners could be heard whining
to each other.



“No information?’ asked Ellid after awhile. Perhapsit had occurred to her that Clement, aso
experiencing her share of difficulties, had no oneto complain to.

“Noinformation,” Clement said. “No onein Watfidd admits to knowing anything about the rocketeers.
No one claimed the bodies. The Paadins themsalves were taken by surprise; that'sall I'm certain of. It
took an entire day for them to muster. If they’ d known about the attack beforehand, they would have
mustered dready.”

Sideby sde, they forced themsalvesto eat the wretched stew. Ellid finaly said, * Better an old enemy
than anew one, eh? At least we can anticipate the Paladins most of the time. But these rocketeers,
they’ readifferent kind of people. Do you remember, when we first came here, how angry we used to
get because these people didn’t fight like we expected them to?’

“I wasnineyearsold,” Clement said. “But | remember my mother was pretty outraged. That wasa
drangetime.”

“In Sainna, soldiersfought soldiers. Sametactics, same style”

“Well, we' re never going back to Sainna, are we? Even if the wars are over in that country, no one
would be glad to see usreturn. After thirty yearsin exilewe d look like an invading force to them.”

“Thewarswere never over in Sainna” Ellid lapsed into a silence, perhaps reflecting gloomily, as
Clement was, on their equaly untenable Stuation in Shaftd.

Their slence wasinterrupted by a gate guard sent to fetch Clement. “A group of gray-hairs want to talk
to someone about the children. They want to negotiate their return, they say.”

“Y ou can't go down there, Lieutenant-Generd,” said the gate captain. “They’ll tear you apart, and it’ll be
on my head.”

From the watch tower, Clement surveyed the surly crowd below. She saw peoplein nest, close-fitting
clothing that advertised their leisure and prosperity. She saw laborersin longshirts and breecheswith
padded knees. She saw young peopleflirting or playing games of dice, and she saw old people who had
brought chairsto sit in. Many of the people waved strips of white cloth on which were painted messages
no one on thewall could have read. Baskets of bread were being passed overhead, from hand to hand.
Clement caught awhiff of it, and watched with ravenous fascination as aman took asteaming loaf and
toreit into piecesto distribute to hisfriends.

Clement could see no children. Most of the old people appeared to have gathered close to the gate. The
siege gate was still closed, and no one could seein, so the people below looked up at the towers.
“Lower aladder,” Clement said.

“Lieutenant-General!” the captain protested.

She gave him alook, and he turned briskly away to shout commands. She stripped off her wegpons and
inggnias, and, when the ladder was lowered, climbed quickly down. Someone threw aturnip at her, but
with shouts and shoving the crowd seemed to get its hotheads under control. Clement set foot on stone,

and turned to find hersdf surrounded by old people, who showed no sign of being disconcerted by her



arrival intheir midst. “What' syour rank?’ asked one, and another said, “ Do you spesk our language?’

“I'mtold | speak it perfectly,” said Clement. One of the three people closest to her looked
uncomfortably familiar. A painted strip of cloth was wrapped around her neck and hung down the front
of her shirt—afarmer’ swork shirt, extravagantly gathered at the shouldersto alow free movement of the
arms. The old woman said to the others, “ Thisisthe one who took our children. She' s an officer.”

There was asilence. The crowd surged, but then subsided. An old man said, “1t was a stupid thing to
do.”

“So was burning the garrison,” said Clement.
“Qur children had nothing to do with that!”

“| wastold you wanted to negotiate,” Clement said impatiently. But someone had aready jabbed the
man with an elbow.

Thewoman said, “ Y ou look famished. Would you like some bread?’” Shewaved ahand intheair and
one of the baskets of bread made a swift journey to them. Somehow, though Clement meant to refuse,
she had haf aloaf in her hand. One bite, she ingtructed hersdlf, but could not make hersdlf stop before
three.

These were very canny people. “The children,” she said to them, “Are no longer here.”
“What!” they cried.

“They haven't been herefor six days. Shout their names and bang your pansal you want; they can’'t hear
yw.”

“Where are they?’

Clement leaned against the ladder, with one arm wrapped casualy around arung. These people might
not redlizeit, but the soldiers above were poised to raise the ladder, with her on it. She took another bite
of the excdlent bread. “What will you offer?’

“Take usingtead.” The woman gestured at the crowd of gray heads.

It was the second time this old woman had offered hersdlf in place of the child. And it reveded just how
little she and her fellow Shaftali understood the Sainnites, for it had not even occurred to them that the
children might be more than mere hostages. Clement replied, “I'll trade for the rocketeers. One child for
useful information. One child for every rocketeer, delivered to usdive.”

“They are children!” said one of the peoplein disbelief. “ They are not weightson ascale. They are
children!”

“They areweights on ascale asfar aswe are concerned. Isthat al you haveto tel me?’

The woman said with unconcealed frustration, “We can't just deliver these people to you! We don't even
know who they were! One market day, they were in the crowd: strangers, loudmouths with strange
idess. A few dayslater, your garrison was attacked. That’ sal anyone knows.”

“Oh, | doubt it,” Clement said. “Wll, | gppreciate you making this effort to meet with me.” The impatient
man uttered a sardonic snort and was jabbed with an elbow again. “If anyone wantsto talk again, you
can ask for me by name—it’s Clement.”



She started up the ladder, but paused to add over her shoulder, “Maybe you' d better clear the gate. We
don’t redlly want to shoot you, but we will if we mugt.”

The mob began banging their pans again, and continued long after Clement had safety reached the tower.
The remains of her loaf was distributed to the guard, one bite at atime, aslong asit lasted. Clement
wished she had managed to bring up the entire basket.

Whatever impression Clement had made on the townsfolk, there was no particular result. The crowd at
the gate did not dissipate. Everyonein the city now seemed to be wearing those printed strips of cloth.
No one cameto the gate asking to talk to her. Perhaps no one actualy knew anything useful about the
garrison’ s attackers, but it seemed more likely that no one was willing to be publicly identified as atraitor.

A message from Purna, who commanded the children’ s garrison, eventualy arrived. It confirmed the
safe delivery of the children, then lgpsed into one of hislengthy vituperations, full of dire predictions of
what would become of the Sainnites now they had become baby thieves. “What idiot dreamed up this
bizarre plan?’ he wrote. “ Did anyone even try to think of what might result?’ She only read one page of
hisjagged, angry handwriting, and then threw the entire missive into the fire. Cadmar had always done
the same with anything that came from Purnd, while commenting that Purna’ sbrainswerein hisleg—the
onethat had been cut off.

Chapter Nine

All that remained of the spring’ s plague was afleaiin a bottle, which Zanja chanced upon one day, in the
bottom of aclothes chest, underneeth a pile of winter clothing that she was layering with strewing herbs
to keep away the moths. Hard red wax sealed the cork, but the flea hopped vigoroudly in its prison.
Karis never mentioned the flea, and Zanja never asked about it.

Winter snow had barricaded the household, but now the scattered neighbors regularly came cdling, and
the road that could be glimpsed from the apple orchard had become a busy thoroughfare. Karis worked
long days at the forge with two loca youths who served as her casua apprentices. Emil and Norina
wandered Shaftal, J han remained deep in the south with the Juras. Medric read books and wrote |etters
al night, and dept during the day. L eeba spent entire mornings or afternoons with her friends. It was
quiet.

Early in the summer, Zanja, Karisand Leebatraveled to afair in the nearby town. A company of players
performed one dramaafter another, shouting their lines over the hubbub of hucksters, jugglers, musicians,
and peddlers. Leeba spent her pennies on exotic candies that sheimmediately gobbled up, and ran wild
with agiddy mob of her friends. In the tavern, people who rardly traveled to town lined up to stand
drinksfor Karisand ask for advice, having brought with them the evidence of their difficulties: withered
leaves, unsprouted seeds, underweight babies, the mummified remains of aborted livestock, fistfuls of
soil, vias of water, examples of weeds that they could not eradicate. AsKarislistened, considered,
talked, and politely took an occasona smal sp from her constantly refilled cup, Zanjaingratiated herself
into agroup of traveling merchants who had | eft their stalsto the care of their underlings and had comein



to escape the hest.
“Now that' sarare sight,” one of them commented. “ An earth witch consulting at thefair like old times.”

“She'saloca secret,” Zanjasaid, though it was not exactly true any more. It had taken a couple of years
for Karisto become known in the region as an earth witch, but now the word continued to spread. Some
of the people here today had journeyed a good distance to seek her advice. Y et, though Kariswas
certainly the only earth witch in Shafta, and though rumors of the lost G’ deon had subsided but not been
forgotten, it gpparently had not yet occurred to any Shaftadi to put the two together. The Sainnites might
have ingantly recognized Karis as athreet, but to the Shaftai she smply was one of them.

“Aren’'t you drinking?’ asked amerchant.

“I’'m cursed by adidike for de, and there' s no cider to be had at thistime of year.”

“Ah, it'sacurseindeed! In this hot weather!”

Zanjasaid, “I'm curious about what happened in Watfied. | don't suppose you' ve heard anything?’
“We vejust come from there.”

“That’salong journey!”

“But thisfair ison theway to the big onesinthenorth . . .”

The complications of atraveling merchant’ s schedule were dready well known to Zanja, but she
pretended to listen.

“So what happened in Watfidd?' shewasfindly ableto ask.

“Wdll, you know that it was asnesk attack, in dead of night. And the attackers used some kind of device
that flew through the air and exploded with fire. And they say thefire couldn’t be put out. . .

AsZanjaligtened, she remembered the first time those devilish devices had been used on a Sainnite
garrison: the hissing of the lucifer, therockets garish and explosive flight. Her hand had it the fuses.
Though she smiled wryly at the memory, setting agarrison afire was not something she felt inclined to do

again.

Later, she went out into the dusty yard, which was occupied by severa donkeys, some chickens, and a
few sickly sheep awaiting Karis' s examination. A raven flew down from the rooftop and reported on
Leeba sactivities. Zanja s daughter had skinned a knee, been yelled at by a merchant, and was now
watching a puppet show.

Zanjasad, “Give Emil amessagefor me.”

“Emil isfreeto spesk to you,” theraven said. “He asksif you have learned anything about the attack on
Wafidd.”

“It certainly was arocket attack, and it soundsto me like the rockets carried Annis s Fire. Annisdidn’t
like Willis, but | suppose he might have flaitered her into giving him therecipe. If it was Willisand his
people who attacked Weatfield, what is he trying to accomplish?’

“He's captured the imagination of the people. HE' smadeit even easier to get recruitsto hiscause” The
raven paused. “I believe that Willisand his company are responsible for severd other incidentsthis
summer. They are moving quickly from place to place, not following a predictable pattern. They haven't



attempted something like what they did in Watfield, but everything they do seemstoo provocetiveto be
laid a the door of locd Padadins.”

“That stupid man is going to take over Shaftd! And in the name of aG’ deon he wouldn't likeif he ever
met her!”

“Actudly,” sad the raven in Emil’s moderate way, “his dream—G’ deon suits his needs much better than
the redl onewould.”

“Hisdream ismoreimpressive, certainly,” said Zanja, thinking of Karisin the tavern, peering at the roots
of astunted plant that had been carried three days there for her ingpection.

“Superficidly, yes. But when people just want their immediate hurts to be soothed, they don’t look too
closdly at the cure that’ s being offered.” The raven added, “Now the Sainnites have retdiated by
snatching acartload of young children.”

“Gods of the sky! The Sainnites are exacting their revenge on children?’

Zanja had been sguatting in the dust to talk with the raven, but now she rose up sharply to survey thefair,
which filled severd flat fields on the edge of town. She waslooking among the stdls and tentsand
grolling people for aglimpse of adirty, bloody-kneed, sugar-smeared little girl, who by now was
probably loudly talking back to the puppets, much to the puppeteer’ s dismay. Zanjadid not see Leeba,
of course, but she spotted the black bird that was keeping watch on her from the top of adistant tree.
Zanjasaid to Emil, “The Sainnites are doing everything possible to destroy themsalves. They might as
well be collaborating in their own demise”

Zanjd sraven lifted off abruptly as alaughing group approached the tavern. Shefdt an impulse to shout
at them for their intrusive merriment. And now the tavern door opened, and Karis came out with the
shepherd to take alook at his sheep. She had to hunch down to fit through the doorway, and then, as she
stepped out, the hot sunlight seemed to set her cropped hair afire. The laughing people stopped dead at
the sight of the giant, lips parted with surprise. Then, apparently misinterpreting the hard line of Karis's
mouth and the glitter of her eyes, they rather anxioudy crowded together. But Zanjawent to her, and
sad, “Karis, you' re worn out.”

The shepherd turned to Karis, guilt-stricken. “1 thought you looked a bit thin. Y ou’ ve beenill?’
“I'll look at your sheep,” said Karisto him. “And then I'm going home.”

She squatted down among the silly animals, who were too wesk to react with their usua blind panic. The
laughing people observed Karisin puzzlement, then bewilderment, and finally disappointment. A woman
of her remarkable size, they seemed to think, should have given them more of ashow.

Midsummer, and the sixth anniversary of the massacre of Zanja s people approached like astorm whose
rumbling thunder and flickering lightning might be heard for hours before therain findly fell. Once, Karis
camein looking for something to eat and found Zanjalying with her aching head pressed to the cool
stones of an unlit hearth. Karis picked her up and fiercely said, “ Cdll for me when this happens!”

She sat inachair, with Zanjahuddled in her [ap like achild. Karis s hands firmly pressed the pain out of
Zanjd shead; it disspated like water, leaving her empty. Afterwards, Zanjafelt sck with loneliness. She
looked up, and Kariswas staring bleakly away. “What have | done?’ Zanja asked.



“Y ou've survived what no one should haveto survive,” said Karis distantly.
“What have | done to make you so angry with me 7’
Karislooked down at her then. “Isthat redly what you think?’

She put ahand to Zanja s face again, a gentle touch despite her work-rough, callused skin. “1 fed you
pulling away from mewith al your strength,” she said. “Buit at the same time you' re shouting at meto
hold on. And with al my strength | am holding onto you, though | know that | haveto let go.”

“Unbinding-and-Binding,” Zanjasaid in dull amazemen.
“Isthat aglyph?’ Karis asked.

She set Zanjaon her feet, and stood up. Zanjalooked up to see her, and aresdud dizzinessfrom the
headache nearly toppled her. Karis, with an arm around her, asked, “ Can you explain to mewhat I’ ve
said? Because | don't understand what it means.”

Zanjasad, “1 understand that if one of us must fdl, it must be me.”

In the sllence, Zanja could hear adistant sound, achild’ svoice piping ashrill song as she came home
acrossthefields.

Asif inreply to Zanjd s statement, Karissaid, “ That’sLeeba. And Emil ison hisway home. Isthere
nothing to eet in thishouse?’

Emil arrived home two days later and dropped his heavy load of bookswith asigh.

“Y ou need adonkey,” Zanjacommented, and poured him a cup of the teathat he dways drank, no
meatter how hot the day.

“Oh, people are dways giving merides.” In the parlor, he sat by a propped-open window, in one of the
big, battered chairsthat Karis was dwaysintending to repair. Karis s hammer rang rhythmicaly, steadily,
down at the forge, a sound that carried astonishingly far and was her only, more than sufficient,
advertisement. Emil took aswallow of histeaand sighed. “I’ ve been missing your tea” He glanced at her
face and added hadtily, “ After a particularly messy fight, when the knees are wobbly from aclose brush
with degth, there s nothing quite so fortifying.”

She wanted to be angry a someone, but apparently it was not to be him. She found hersalf smiling
ingtead, though her face was reluctant and out of the habit.

“My raven thinks you are on the verge of killing someone,” Emil said.
“I might, if you continue to compliment my housekeeping.”
“The house,” said Emil somberly, “iskeeping you.”

Zanjasat on the cool stones of the hearth, folding up her limbsinto a neat packet as she had learned to
do when she was Leeba s age, achild aswild and gleeful as she, but required to learn quickly how to
keep from using up more than her share of alotted space in the crowded clanhouse. In silence,
pummeled by memories of her proud, extinguished people, she watched Emil drink histea. A yellow
butterfly fluttered confusedly into the room, then followed the afternoon sunlight out again.



“Doesyour head hurt?” Emil asked.

“Not right now.” Zanja put ahand to her skull, where among the interwoven braids there grew some
cross-grained hairsin an old scar, which marked aridge of hedled bonein her skull. At midsummer the
old wound seemed fresh, and she needed to touch the scar to be certain that it wasin fact healed.
“There sno reason for thispain,” she said, half to hersalf.

“Surely memories are beyond Karis srepair work.” Emil set down his teacup and gave her aninquiring
look. Hishair, as usud, was tied back with a thong, and somehow, though at thistime of year he often
dept in the woods, he had managed to keep his weathered face clean-shaven. They had briefly met when
she wasfifteen and he was the age she was now. Even then he had seemed a deeply balanced man.
Now, every year Emil arranged histravels so he could see her through the dreadful days of midsummer,
and seemed prepared to continue to do so aslong as he lived.

“My brother, what do you want to ask?’ Zanja s voice was husky.

“I don't suppose,” he said hopefully, “that your owl god is carrying you across another boundary? For
the claws of truth dig deep in you thistime of year.”

Shelooked at him, puzzled at first, then with arisng awarenessthat her wretchedness was making her
supid. The glyph cards were dready in her hands, the pouch and cord falling to the floor. Emil’ s card,
Solitude, or the Man on the Hill, was held between her fingertips. The light falling from the heavenly
bodies pierced him with deadly arrows. “1 thought | wasaone,” she said.

“Y ou think that every year,” he said, without resentment.

He got himsdf moretea, and came to stand by her asthe cards fell from her fingertips. Solitude, followed
by the Owl, the Pyre, and Unbinding-and-Binding. “Opposing forcestrapped in stasis,” he said
promptly. “But the pardysis can be broken with painful insght. The way the cards have landed seemsto
put you and me in apogition of grave responsbility, doesn’t it?’ He bent over, teacup teetering
dangeroudy, to point afinger a the owl, who flew with a hapless captive dangling from her claw. “Take
me across that boundary with you,” he said.

“Foolhardy man!”

“Oh, yes. Absolutdly.”

“But | can't makethe crossing.”

Therewasaslence. He said, “Tell mewhat isthe boundary that must be crossed.”

Zanja sflare of prescience gppeared to have burned itsalf out; no new cards found their way into her
hand, and she stared at the old onesin bleak frustration. Emil set down histeacup, knelt on thefloor in
front of her, and took the glyph cards from her hand. “ Ask the question.”

“What isthe boundary that must be crossed?’

Hedid not lay down anew card, but pointed at the Pyre, Karis standing in the flames. “ That card is
reversed to Life-and-Death. If she moves, she will step into death, not out of it. Has she talked to you
about this?’

“In the pring, when she told me she had refused Mabin’s offer, she said she couldn’t accept, and she
couldn’t take any action, and she couldn’t do nothing.”



“Inthe spring!”

Zanja s people had dways been very forma with each other, distant and courteous, their roles and
relationsrigidly prescribed. Emil had learned to mimic the extreme obliqueness with which Zanja s people
addressed private matters, and she recognized that he was doing it now, inquiring without directly asking
why it wasthat Zanjahad no recent insightsinto her lover’ s mativations.

Zanjasad, “We ve hardly even taked since then.”

“I see” Emil frowned & the cards as though he was neither concerned nor very interested in Zanja's
gatement. “Norinahas told me Mabin beievesthat Karis s continuing inaction isaresult of bitterness
and cowardice.”

Is this what’ s wrong? he might have asked, were he being direct. Has your unspoken blame opened
up a gulf between the two of you?

“Yes” said Zanja “But Mabin can only see how Karis s very existence inconveniences her plans.”
Emil looked up &t her, hisexpresson utterly neutra.

Zanjaupended the Pyre card so she was seeing it upside-down. “Karisis brave and forgiving,” she said.
And then adisorientation came over her, like atraveer fedswhen alifting fog reved s sheis not where
she assumed. “ There' s nothing Karis can do that won't lead to disaster, so for years she has engaged in
the courage of inaction. But now that Willis clamsto be acting on her behalf, to continueto do nothingis
as0 becoming impossible”

Shefdt that what she had said was true, but it was aso incomplete. “ But why hasn't shejust said 0?7’

Emil said, with mild reproof, “When arock fals, do we ask it to explain itsdf? Earth logic isinarticul ate.
Weknow it by what it does.” He leaned forward now, picked up the Pyre card, and held it before
Zanja seyes, upside-down. “What isKaris doing?’

The answer now seemed obvious. “ She' swaiting in agony for action to become possible.”

Emil said grimly, “Well, that’ swhy you and | are responsible. Making action possibleisfire bloods
busness”

Over the glyph card he met her stricken stare. Then, without speaking, he put down the Pyre and picked
up Unbinding-and-Binding. He held it up, reversed. “What must we do to make action possible?’

Therewas aswirling in the room, like an unfelt wind. Nothing stirred, and yet it was not fill. Zanja's
voice spoke, flat and ditant. “Cut mefreeso | canfal.”

“If you are cut free, then you can cross the boundary?’ He pointed at the upside-down owl.

The woman, arms and legs spread wide, was flying. The owl, wings dangling, clung desperately: a
helpless passenger. “Will must precedeingght,” Zanja svoice said.

He picked up the card and looked &t it himsdlf, upside-down. His expressive eyebrows lifted in surprise.
“Must we act without knowing what we re doing, or why?’

“We must! Action must become possible! Disaster must not be my fault again!”

It was degth, that wasthe samell. And the smoke of the village burning. Zanja, sumbling among the bodies
of the massacred katrim. The dawn mist glimmered now with the rising sun. Her foot crushed an



outstretched hand, stuck in bloody mud. A buzzing sound of converging blowflies. Over the roar of
flames, ababy cried for arescue that would never come.

“What isthe connection between the past and the present?’ Emil asked.

His even voicereveded only his carefully moderated curiosity. But hisarmswere gripped around her,
and he rocked with her, and Zanja sthroat felt like she had been breathing smoke, or screaming. Glyph
cards were scattered around and crushed between them. “What,” she said.

“Why do you fed that our present moment issimilar to that day sx yearsago?’
“I fed our doom. | am doing my duty too dutifully.”
“IsKarislikethe eders, in your mind? Refusing to exercise power to save her people?’

Emil’ s steedy questions, Zanjaredized, were forcing her forward, out of the grip of memory, into the
present moment, into the relief of considering her past from the distance of the present.

“Isit your duty to Karisthat you are doing too dutifully?’

Shelifted her head from his shoulder, and he released histight embrace, though he did not entirely let go
of her. “I’ve become trapped aong with her.”

“Wadll then, if will precedesingght, what do you think you should do?’
“I haveto leave.”

He sat back. “I'll just unpack these books I’ ve managed to collect, and maybe say aword or two to
Medric. Shdl | talk to Karisaso?’

“No. | will.” Shetook abreath. “1 mugt.”

He helped her up, and steadied her until the dizziness passed. Then, shewalked out of the house aone,
into the heartless dazzle of the hot afternoon.

Their comfortable though much neglected house was surrounded by falow fields, where wildflowers
bloomed in atangled riot, and at night the light-bugs swarmed. The outbuildings were faling down, but
the apple orchard, hoed, pruned, and picked by industrious neighbors, provided an orderly front to their
otherwise disorderly household. Zanjawaked through the orchard in adaze, taking her sense of

direction from the clangor of iron on iron, and so reached the forge, where Karis and the two local

youths she was teaching to be smiths stepped back and forth between hammer and flamein an intricate,
violent dance. Kariswore adeevelesslinen shirt under her leather gpron. The muscles of her powerful
right arm shone with swest as she swung the hammer. Three deafening blows and the iron bent itsdf to
her will. The gpprentices exchanged awestruck glances. She tossed the draw-knife she was making into a
bucket of water, and the bucket boiled over.

She hung her gpron on ahook and came to Zanja. Shetook her by the shoulders. Swesat dipped from
the tips of the hair that twisted on her forehead. Her skin was copper, her eyes agate, her hair a
burnished bronze. And her hands on Zanja s shoulders were like two mountains about to grind each
other into rubble.



Zanjacould not speak. Her will waslost. When her love for Karis came over her likethis, there wasno
room in her for anything else.

Kaissad, “Areyou going?’

Her ravens must have been listening at the window. Was she angry at what she had overheard?
Bewildered? Or merely resigned? Zanja could not read her. And to reply to her question wasimpossible.
But Karismust have received an answer that somehow radiated from Zanja s skin into her sengitive
hands.

Kariskissed her: a sweat-sdty, sun-hot kiss. Then she lifted her hands and stepped back.
She had let go.

Chapter Ten

Zanjawas standing in aroom. It smelled of leather, and ail, and dust. Thewindows all were gar, letting
inlight but no breeze. The glare of sunlight suggested it was afternoon. Zanjawas looking at a cluttered
shoemaker’ s bench. Beside it on ashelf stood aneat row of finished shoes—summer shoes, not the high,
heavy boots of winter. Of course it was summer. Zanja could hear ablurry murmur of voices overhead
and the creak of afloorboard under someone' s restless weight. One of the voices sounded rather
irritated.

She heard a scrape of |eather soles on the wooden floor and turned to find Emil beside her.
“I haven’t been much of acompanion, have|?’ shesaid.

“Y ou' ve recited some good poetry,” he said. “Y our tranditerations of Koles. They’reredly quite
brilliant. I hope you' ve written them down.”

“How long have | been in this daze?’
“It'snow three days past midsummer.”

Zanja s shoulders, and the soles of her feet, were sore. These sensations brought memories of walking,
of gtting blank and wakeful by acampfire, of adark but spectacular vistawhere adistant lake glimmered
and adog barked, far away. Emil had sat awake with her one night, and she had staved off memories of
death by talking about the lives of her lost people.

“Where arewe now?’ she asked.

Before Emil could explain, the shoemaker came down the narrow dairs: athin, graying woman, hands
stained with dye, who squinted a bit a them and seemed none too pleased to find them ill waiting. “My
mother asks you to come upstairs,” she said disapprovingly.

“Thank you very much,” said Emil. “Would you mind if weleave our gear down here ”’

“Just put it out of theway,” the shoemaker said ungracioudly.



Emil led the way up the airs. Zanjasaid to his back, “It has something to do with books? Bookslost in
afire?’

“Just ligten,” he sad. “And mind your manners.”

In the plain upstairs parlor, awasted old woman sat by a bright window with aletter—Emil’ sletter of
introduction—in her lap. Her arms and face were patched and twisted by ugly, long-hedled burn scars.
Her breath rasped in her chest. But her gaze was bright and curious as her visitors camein. “Emil
Pdadin? | believe | remember you.”

Emil bowed over her hand. “Madam Librarian, | definitely remember you. Y ou are the onewho indsted |
put on slk gloves.”

“Y ou were to see the Mackapee manuscript. And students never remember to wash their hands before
coming to thelibrary. But you never saw the manuscript, did you?’

“| was never astudent, either. I’m amazed that you remember me!”

“Thoselast days of thelibrary, | remember every single moment. What happened to you, after the Fall of
the House of Lilterwess?’

“I commanded a Paladin company for fifteen years. And now | am ahit of alibrarian mysdf.”
“Oh, are you acollector of lost books? How many do you have?’

“Many thousands. And one of them isthe Mackapee manuscript.”

She gazed a him in amazement, which dowly became ddight. “ The manuscript survived?’

“It seemsto be unharmed. I’'m working with a seer, so I’ ve found books in some odd places, where
people hid them from the Sainnites and then forgot about them. Many of the books are damaged, and
I’ve been asking peopleif they know anyone who could teach meto repair them. Y our name was
suggested to me, findly.”

Thelibrarian said, “ Y ou’ re as earnest and eager as ever, Commander. Despite your gray hair.”
“I"'m till young enough to be astudent, | hope.”

Emil was a his mogt affable, exercising the graces and courtesiesthat Zanja had tried to emulate, though
she could not imitate his sincerity. He produced books from his satchel, some in paperboard boxes,
others wrapped in cotton cloth and tied with twine. The librarian opened them like gifts and tutted over
the water-stained, chewed, and crumpled pages as though the books were children come to harm. “This
isno quick lesson,” she said, and then added matter-of-factly, “I’ m dying, you know.”

“Yes, | doknow,” Emil said. “Y our knowledge should not die with you. If you agree to teach me, we'll
takelodging intown.”

For thefirst time, the librarian noticed Zanja, standing unobtrusively by the sairs, and Emil introduced her
asareader of glyphic poetry, which proved a certain method to win abook lover’ s admiration.
Certainly, thelibrarian a so wondered how atribal woman came to have such an arcane and unlikely
pursuit, but did not ask, and so Zanjadid not have to make up an explanation for athing she could not



even explain to hersdlf. “Would you like to see my books?’ the librarian asked Emil.
“Would those be the ones that you threw by the armload out the windows of the burning library?”

The librarian rose without answering and led them to astaircase. They had scarcely begun to climb the
narrow stairs when Zanja smelled old paper and leather bindings, the same scent that pervaded Medric’'s
book-lined attic. The old librarian hauled herself up one step at atime, and behind her Emil held himself
aert asthough he thought she' d fal and he would have to catch her. At the rear, Zanja breathed in the
scent of the books, and breathed out afew lines from Koles:

“A scent, faint and far away, ephemeral Asthough somewhere aflower bloomed Asthough someday it
might bear seed.”

Ahead of her, Emil paused and looked over his shoulder at her. “ There' s something up here? Besides
just awonderful collection of books?’

Zanja s soul, which had seemed only tenuoudy connected to her body, snapped sharply into place, likea
didocated bone popping into dignment. “ Something that we need,” she said.

At thetop of the gairs, the old woman lifted a blind, and in the beam of light swimming dust gleamed like
gold. Above Zanja, Emil exclamed, “Blessed day!” And then Zanjawas hersdlf stepping up into an attic
crammed with books, and the old woman stood grinning like achild with awonderful secret. Books
upon books: two, three layers deep on cobbled-together shelves that |eaned tiredly sdeways and surely
would havefalen over if not for the companion shelvesleaning on them in the opposite direction. Emil
turned ecstatically from one book to the next. “Isthat acopy of Songs? Andisthat A History of a
Coastal Town? And a complete set of the plays of Barness?’

“Two complete sets,” said the librarian smugly. “ There' s another behind that one.”

They would be at it for hours. For Emil, the only pleasure greater than that of reading was the pleasure of
talking about books, whether he had read them or not. The attic was narrow, and so crowded with
books that there was scarcely room for the three of them. Zanjaworked her way to the far end, wherea
comfortable chair was wedged by the second window, and she squatted down before the lowest shelf. In
the shadows and dust that gathered here—for the sick old woman could no longer keep such amess of
books clean—Zanja could not hope to see the titles without removing each book and holding it up to the
window. But perhaps the books' titles or contents were of no importance. She ran her fingertips across
the spines, and then did her hand through the front row of books to touch those tucked behind. Would
touch be enough? When intuition gave her atarget, she did not usualy have to separate it out from a
clutter of virtualy identical objects. To Emil, dl of these books would be important. To Zanja, only one
of them was, but she did not know which one.

They remained in the attic until the light began to dim, and by then Zanja had worn hersalf with aimless
searching. She and Emil ate fried fish and potatoes at atavern, and rented some rooms that were located
over abusy whedwright’ s shop. One room had a battered table and a couple of banged-up chairs. Zanja
sat, feding unutterably weary. Emil opened the windows, and in amoment two ravenslanded, and he fed
them the greasy remains of the fish and potatoes.

One of theravenssaid, “Medricison hisway to join you.”
Emil stepped back in surprise. “Medricis traveling?

“Karisisdone?’ Zanjaadded.



Without answering, the ravens squabbled over thefish like ordinary birds. Emil sat at the table with
Zanja. “They’ll answer our questions when they’ re done esting. Does your head hurt?’

“I think I"'m past that now. | fed like I’ ve awakened exhausted from anight of bad dreams.”
“Y ou haven't actualy been deeping much, that I’ ve noticed. What were you looking for in thet attic?”’
“A book, | think. I know it' sthere.”

“Wdll, you'll never hear me say that books aren’t important, but how can one book be so important that
it brings our recluse out of hisattic?’

“Y ou think he' scoming to hdp mefind it?’
“Theravenswill tell us. But yes, that’swhat | suspect.”

Zanjaput her head down on the table. “How did we wind up in thistown? Did you follow an impulse of
ingght, or were you planning to come here anyway?’

“The second,” he said. “But you know, an insight can arrive long ahead of its usefulness. Maybe it was
prescience that made me start looking ayear ago for an education in book repair.” He stood up and put
ahand on her shoulder. “Go to bed.”

“Medric shouldn’t travel alone,” Zanjasaid. “ Someone will think he' samadman and lock him up.”
Emil smiled. “Now you sound like yourself again. Go to bed.”
“Karisshouldn’t be done either,” Zanjasaid.

“ She' simpervious, unassailable, and unbelievably competent. | certainly don’t see why she can't be left
alone. And she'sgot Leeba”

Zanjastood up. And then she noticed that the ravens were gone. Though Emil leaned out the window
and called them to come back, they didn’t respond.

“Well, that'sodd,” he said.

The next morning, Zanja set out to find Medric and brought him into town some days later. He baffled
and charmed the old librarian in her Stting room, then climbed the Sairsto the attic. Zanja, amed with a
broom and feather duster, promised the librarian that she would shelve each book exactly as shefound it,
and followed Medric’slight footsteps up into the darkness. By thetime sheraised the blind in the attic, he
was dready ensconced in the chair, with three booksin hislap.

Asthe morning passed, Zanja sometimes heard the murmur of voices downgtairs, where the librarian
supervised as Emil painstakingly put back together the torn pages of abook he would later re-bind.
Zanjaemptied and cleaned one shelf of books at atime. Occasiondly, Medric sneezed from the dugt, but
otherwise he seemed obliviousto Zanja s search.

Zanjahad dusted the last book and was sweeping the floor when Medric, cross-legged in the armchair,
looked up from hisreading. “Y ou missed some.” He pointed vaguely underneath the chair.

Zanjaleaned againgt the baustrade, exasperated. “Y ou’ re worried about the dust under the chair?



Sweep it yoursdf.”

“Dust? Sweep? What are you talking about?’ Medric managed to shift the chair so that Zanja could see
that underneath it lay book boxes, stored flat, with warnings written on each one with awide-nibbed pen:
“Be Very Careful!”

Shetook one up, carefully, and opened it. A few tiny pieces of burned paper floated out. Inside lay the
charred remains of a book.

“It'sdead,” said Medric sadly. “Maybe she hoped to save afew of itswords. Are al the books dead in
their coffins?”

Sitting together on the floor, they opened the boxes one by one. All the books were burned, some
practicaly to ashes. They had looked in half the boxes when Zanja reached for one, and felt such heat
sear her palm that she jerked her hand away.

“Ah!” said Medric, nodding vigoroudy. “That one.”
“Do books have memories? | think it remembersthefire”

“It must still be dive, then, don’t you think?” Medric lifted up the box, very gently, and opened itslid.
Within lay the burned remains of alarge book, titled Encyclopedia of Livestock. “Zanja, what haveyou
found? An amazing thing!”

“Amazingly dull, maybe,” said Zanjain dismay.

“Oh, | don’t think so. Let usseewhat it hasto tell me.” Medric ddicately put his hand to the
smoke-stained, half-burned cover.

Eventudly, Zanjawent downgtairs and found the librarian adeep in her chair and Emil busy washing a
paste brush. The shoemaker’ s hammer had fallen silent; perhaps she had gone shopping in the cool
evening. This soon after the solstice, the sun would not set for hours, but the shadows in the street below
were|ong and black, and a cool breeze relieved the heeat of the stuffy parlor. Emil looked up from his
bowl of cloudy water.

Zanjasaid quietly, to not disturb the old woman, “Y ou’ d better come upstairs.”

Inthe attic, Medric il sat upright with his hand upon the Encyclopedia of Livestock. Hiseyes moved
wildly, focusing and re-focusing on sights only he could see. Hisface moved also: Zanjaread inrapid
succession fear, horror, humor, and asudden surprise. Earlier, Medric had uttered asmal cry, but now
hislipsmoved in an inaudible conversation.

Emil saidinalow voice, “He must not be disturbed.” He sat in the chair to walit, and Zanja squatted by
the stairway to listen for the shoemaker or the librarian. But the small house remained silent. Medric
began to chuckle, and then afew tears did down hisface, and then he blinked and fumbled for his
gpectacles, took them off, and rubbed the creasein hisnose. “Isthat you, Emil? s Zanja till here?’

She stood up out of the shadows.

Medric closed the book box but held it tightly in both hands. He looked pale and distressed, not at dl
like aman who has foreseen a hopeful future. But al he said was, “We need to keep this book.”



After supper, in their rooms above the whedlwright, Zanjalay upon the bed with her boots on so that
Emil and Medric could sit in the two chairs and continue holding hands, asthey had done during dinner.
Loverslong separated deserved some time aone, and she was thinking of how shewould insst on
degping on the floor in the other room, which wasn't much more than agarret. She might point out that
she had not gotten so accustomed to deeping in beds that she couldn’t be comfortable on the floor.

Medric, who had scarcely spoken dl evening, said to her suddenly, “ Do you remember Raven' sjoke?’

Enlightenment was imminent, but Zanjafound hersdlf reluctant to ask for it. She said, with some effort, “Is
Raven' sjokefindly ended? Will something findly change?’

“I don’t know why I’'m dreaming your stories,” said Medric complainingly.

Looking at him, she thought she saw aman as reluctant to answer questions as she was to ask them. She
sad, “ Delay won't make whatever you' ve seen lessterrible, Master Seer.”

“I know. And don’'t call methat. There' s another story in which Raven steals and eats pieces of soul. |
think I’'ve heard you tdll it.”

“I remember it,” said Emil.
Medric sad, “What would it mean if you said of someone that Raven had eaten her soul?”’

Zanjasat up. The blank shock of her midsummer madnessfelt like it was threatening to return. She
thought wildly of the sllent, distant, unresponsive ravensthat hed tracked her travels, of her and Emil’s
peculiar card reading the day she left home, of Karis angrily—or resolutely—Ietting her go. Therewasa
pattern here. “Y ou dreamed of my desth,” she said.

Medric took off his spectacles and set them down on the table-top, as though he never wanted to see
anything dearly again.

Emil saidin his steadiest voice, “ There are so many kinds of death. Raven’ s digestion could be akind of
transformation, couldn’t it? What did you dream, Medric?’

Medric said in astrained voice, “1 dreamed that you cut Zanja s heart out, and fed it to the Raven.”
“Andthen?’ said Emil.

“The Raven shit out an owl, and the owl flew to a Sainnite garrison, with itsfeatherson fire.”

“And then?”

“The owl told the Sainnites astory, and asthey listened, the garrison burned down around them, and then
they themselves were burned to ashes.”

“And then?
Medric said nothing. Zanjaasked, “What kind of fire wasit? Transformation? Or destruction?’
“I hopeit’ strandformation,” Medric said.

In thelong silence that followed, Zanjafelt that strangeness come upon her, like the strangeness of a
fever, adistance that isamost delirium. Had not a seer once predicted that the Sainnite people would
meet their demise at the hands of an Ashawaa' i warrior? And had Zanjanot wondered, since her life
was firgt spared six years ago, what she had survived for? But surely, she protested silently, it was not for



smple revenge, arevenge she did not even want any longer.

Shelooked closely a Medric then, wondering whether he was thinking much the samething. Wasit irony
or justice that one Sainnite seer’ svisions had led to the destruction of Zanja s people, and asecond's
would lead to the destruction of his own people? And was Medric consdering now, as she was, whether
the cost would be worth the result?

The room grew dark. None of them thought to light the lamp, and though the windows al were open,
eventually the only light came from bright stars and a crescent moon. Zanjaremembered: when she, her
clan brother Ransdl, and ahalf dozen other katrim were dl that remained dive, they had ddliberatdy lit
their campfire on a steep peak that overhung the demoralized Sainnites bel ow, so that the enemy would
be unable to forget for even amoment that unrelenting deeth still stalked them. The surviving katrim had
|eft the bodies of their massacred people to molder in the AshaValley, aprosperous tribe of some eight
hundred, all dead, and since then most of their fellow survivors had been killed. Now they had planned a
trgp that could kill or maim agreat many of the enemy, but to spring the trap, one more would have to
die

They had chosen the one by lot, and when Zanjafinaly won the toss she was relieved: relieved at theend
of the dreadful game, relieved that she no longer would spend the days and nights fearful that Ransel’s
crazed bravado would get him killed. It wasridiculous, redly: they dl were destined to die, and only

desire for more revenge had kept them from choosing suicide. Y et, more than anything Zanja feared that
Ransel might be hurt unto death, and it might become her duty to give him aquick and merciful ending.
Of dl the dreadful prospectsthat had haunted her in those nightmare days, that had been the most awful.

She had been chosen by lot to die, and yet Ransal was dead now, while she il lived. She had crossed
the boundary into anew life, but she had never entirely forgotten that the gods had first selected her for
death.

She said to her brothers huddled together in the darkness, “Will precedesinsght. If we areto see
beyond my desth, to understand how, or why, or what it isfor, wefirst have to accept that | will die”

She saw amovement in the shadows. Emil shaking hishead in refusd, though for fifteen yearshisfriends
had goneto their deaths at his command. “1 am to kill you with my own hand, for the mere hope that
someday I’ Il understand why? No, | won't do such athing.”

Zanjasad, “ Somehow, it will make positive action possible. But, Emil, if | anto die—"
“No,” hesaid.

“You'retheonly one—"

“Do not ask me!”

“—theonly onel trust to do it properly.”

There was asound of wings flapping. Somewhere nearby, the ravens roosted in the darkness. Or were
they ligening, sllently— and did Karis St awake, done, by an open window in their sprawling house, aso
ligening?

Zanjagot up from the bed and took up her gtill unpacked traveling gear: ablanket to lie on or to cover

hersdlf with should the nights turn cool; matches; afew essentid tools; pare socks, adagger at her hip; a
knifein her boot, and the glyph cardsin their pouch dangling from her belt.

Medric had put on his spectacles, and now they were gleaming in the faint moonlight. “ Y ou’ re leaving?’



“| can’t endure to be with anyone. And Emil can’t endure to be with me.”

“Of coursenot,” said Medric. “Well, you' | know when it’ stime to come back to us. Do you want some
money? Karis gave me agreet handful of it.”

Zanjaaccepted afew coinsto make him fed better and kissed him good-bye. She said nothing to Emil.
She went down the stairs and out into the quiet night. The moon was obscured now by the rooftops, but
she could tel by theglow of light in which direction it lay. Shefollowed, and behind and above her there
was the whisper of ravens wings.

Chapter Eleven

For twenty days, Zanjalived off theland or worked for medls, for farmers always welcomed more hands
at thistime of year. As she drew close to the borderland, that hazy edge where Shaftal ended and the
western wilderness began, she met aman aswild and solitary as she, who volunteered to cook the rabbit
she had snared with the mushrooms and wild vegetables he had gathered, and soon served her one of the
best medls she' d ever eaten. They were in the woods, had come across each other by chance, and
parted with scarcely aword having been exchanged; but nothing seemed strange to Zanja anymore, and
the wandering cook never asked her a single question, so perhaps nothing seemed strange to him, either.

Eventudly, Zanjawaked dl night, and at dawn entered again into the outskirts of the old librarian’ stown.
She found the rooms above the whedwright’ s shop to be vacant. She jogged down cobbled streetsto
thelibrarian’ shouse. A loaded freight wagon stood at the door, with four big horsesin the traces,
munching from feed bags. A hired driver leaned on one of the whedlswith a haf-eaten bun in his hand.

“Y ou must be the one we re waiting for,” he said.

She got into the wagon, which was packed with crates that smelled of old paper and leather: the
librarian’s rescued books. She was making herself arough bed among the crates when Emil and Medric,
summoned by the driver’scdl, came out of the house with the shoemaker trailing behind them. Her eyes
were puffy with weeping.

Emil leaned over the edge of the wagon and offered Zanjaabun.
“When did thelibrarian die?” Zanjaasked. The bun was warm. She clasped it between her hands.

“The day before yesterday. She was telling me how to remove awater sain. Shefel silent, and | redlized
she had stopped breathing. Her daughter practically begged usto take the books. And that thing
there—" He gestured at alarge crate whose position directly over the whedls suggested it was
particularly heavy. “That' s aprinting press, would you believel We' ve got paper, too, and those chests
arefull of type. It wasdl hidden awvay inthe cdlar.”

“That old woman possessed some dangerous wegpons,” Zanjasaid.

“Wadll, it certainly will cost usour livesif the Sainnites catch uswith thisload.” Emil said these words
without concern; their prescience, and the raven escort, made it unlikely they would be surprised by
soldiers or any other danger.



“Have you decided to kill me?’ Zanjaasked.

Hefolded hisarms on the edge of the wagon. The sun wasrising, and he squinted initslight. “ Have you
decided to die?’ hereplied.

“Decided? Wdll, | accept that | must accept my death.”

“Y ou’ ve gotten as particular about words as Medric and 1.” He turned his head; Medric wastalking
animatedly to the shoemaker, but she listened to him with an expression of blank bewilderment. Emil
turned back to Zanjaand said, “I accept that | must become able to kill you. But somehow we both must
become able to actudly decide.”

“That’ saproblem for thegods,” said Zanja.

“Hmm. What will | do, then, since| have no gods? Shaftdi supposedly worship the land itself. And if
Shafta iswhat’ s sacred to me, then that makes Karis—" Astonishingly, he seemed unable to think of the
right word, and looked as baffled as the shoemaker. “Well, Karisis certainly not going to help me decide
tokill you! Just the opposite, | expect.”

“And yet we re going home.”

“Weare.” Hesghed. “What ese can we do? Decelve her? Hide from her?” He glanced up at the
ravens, three of them, that stalked aong the rooftops. “It' stempting, actudly. But it' s both immoral and
impossible”

Medric, finished with the poor shoemaker, came down the steps with the burned book tucked under his

am. “Will you talk al day?’ he said with mock peevishness, and climbed into the wagon. He turned to
Zanjaand added, “Who was that man who cooked dinner for you in the woods?’

“What? Gods of the sky, Medric!”
“I know I’'m asurprising sort of fellow,” said Medric. “But | should think you' d be used to me by now.”

“I don’'t even know hisname,” said Zanja. “But I’ ve never in my life eaten such ameal! Should | have
asked him to come with me?’

“Oh, no. He needsto find his own way. Did he seem like a Sainnite to you?’
“Notat dl.”
“Wdl! He sarare man, then, if he could fool even you. | look forward to meeting him, some day.”

They journeyed home, past fields crowded with hay cutters, near ponds where naked, nut-brown
children took their last svimsin the last warm days of the year, through the rising dust thet glittered like
gold shavingsin the blinding sunlight. For entertainment, the three of them wildly re-interpreted poems
they had memorized, and the driver, mystified at first, soon took to declaiming poetry of hisown. Medric
spent the better part of aday giddily proposing arcane interpretations of the driver’ sexplicit lyrics, and
Emil laughed until he wept. They came home like drunks from the fair to an empty house and acold forge
and tomatoes rotting on the vine in a garden long since gone to weeds.

“Gods of hell,” said Medric in Sainnese. He stood on the doorstep, flabbergasted, pulling tangled hair out
of hisface and tying it a the nape of his neck with agreasy blue ribbon. He pushed his spectaclesinto a
better position, but appeared dissatisfied and took them off to clean them on his shirt.



Zanja searched the house, and when she came out, Emil was walking up the hill from the orchard, where
he had goneto try to get the ravensto talk to him. The driver of the wagon, who had finished untying the
ropes that secured the load, leaned nonchalantly on the whed.

“Those ravens are nothing but brainless carrion eaters” shouted Emil.

Zanjacaled back, “Her toolbox is gone, and Leeba srabbit. Sheleft the moneybox in the middle of the
kitchen table. Everything is covered with dust.”

“Godsof hdl!” Medric said in bewilderment. “ She' srun away!”

The word had spread that their house was occupied again, and yet another neighbor had come by to
inquire worriedly about Karis. Zanjawould have been rude and Medric unsettling, so Emil went out to
stand in the yard and attempt to explain her absence. He camein looking angry and impatient, and said,
“He wants meto reassure him that she’ s coming back, that his good fortune at living in the purview of an
earth witch will never end. | wish | had the luxury of his petty worries.”

The three of them had been reading the cards when the anxious neighbor interrupted them. A
three-person reading was not for the faint-hearted, for they dowed each other down to the point of
tedium with their questions and answers, and with the difficult task of reconciling the multitude of
contradictory insights that occurred to them with every new card. Medric was recording the twists and
turns of their grueing work, and when he shattered a pen had managed to splatter himsdlf, the room, and
most of the cardswith ink. In Emil’ s absence he had trimmed anew pen and, after reviewing his notes,
had started afresh page. He scribbled on, ridiculoudy ink-speckled, undisturbed by Emil’ s grumpiness.
Zanjaoffered Emil the bowl of raw, overripe vegetables that she had rescued from the neglected garden.
He sat down, took abite of arather yellow piece of cucumber, spit it out again, and studied the scattered
cardsin slence. After awhile, he started rearranging them, studying the new pattern, and rearranging
them again.

The two of them were at their most maddening, but Zanja was fortunate to be so wrung out that she
welcomed even the respite of watching them trap themselvesin their own ruminations. She dipped into an
exhausted deep, and when she woke up, Emil was examining Medric' s paper by the light of the window,
and Medric was standing over the table, sudying Emil’ s arrangement of the cards. She had no idea how
much time had passed.

“Huh!” Medric exclamed.

“Ah!” Emil said at the sametime.

They looked bemusedly at each other across the room.

Zanjarubbed her gritty, tear-raw eyes. “Wise men, explain to me my fate.”

Emil sad, “With dl the questionswe' ve asked, we redlly are asking just three questions: Why must you
die? How should this desth be accomplished? And what might be the future result if we are successful?”’

Zanjaglanced at the tabletop. The cards were arranged in three clusters, and each cluster was an answer:
an answer that was a poem no less complex or resistant to reading than the poetry of Koles. Though the



two men could just as easily have each played the opposite role, Emil had defined the poetic
arrangements, and, she assumed, Medric had tranditerated them. Zanjasaid, “ To trandate the glyphs that
answer these questions, one must be anaytical, practical, and visonary by turns, just asthe questions
ae’”

Medric gave aloud laugh. “While we daved away, you saw the answersin your deep, didn’t you?’

“| fed like my head has been broken. When that happened the first time, | wanted to deep all thetime.
But the Sainnites could not withstand the intelligence of my dreams.” Zanjagot up rather stiffly to takea
closelook at the cards. She did not fed intelligent, but the cards' meaning seemed clear aslight, distinct
asavoice speaking loudly in an empty room. “Why must | die? Here liesthe owl, mysdlf, beset by the
past, by the Laughing Man, by war and truth, by unhealed wounds. | cannot fly under that weight, and
only degth can lift it fromme.”

Emil said, “How should your death be accomplished? There | am, of course, the Man on the Hill, who
will send you on ajourney to the underworld. The Pyre belongsthere, but it’s shared with the next pile,
s0 | put the flame card there, to signify transformation aswell asinsght, and the raven card, which we
say isthe carrier of truth and you say isdeath. Y our soul only will be consumed; your vacant body will
survive, to befilled again somehow by your god. My duty isto empty you; and the card that signifies
ceremonias suggests | am to enact your degth through ritua.”

Medric said, serioudy for once, “Cal it by another name, defineit aswelike, it is till death, and not
merely ametaphor. Asfor thefuture. . .” Medric took the owl from the first pile and moved it to the last.
“Death-becomes-Life: for Karis, who will step through adoor; for the Sainnites, who will be subject to
the flame. Past-Becomes-Future: the old G’ deon, | think thismeans. Hardld, who first refused to destroy
us Sainniteswhen it would have been easy to do so. The three of us dways assumed it wasto keep
Shaftdi from becoming destroyers, but here we have acard of preservation, which suggeststhat for all
the evil the Sainnites have done, something about usisworthwhile. But the three of us have not named
that thing, have we?’

“I havetwo names,” said Emil. “OneisMedric, oneisKaris. Oh, | mustn't forget that cook in the
woods. And many more Sainniteswhose names | don't yet know.”

In the silence, they could hear the ravens making aracket in the apple orchard, not warning of another
neighbor’ s approach, but uttering the harsh shouts of raucous welcome. Emil leaned half hisbody out the
window, shading his eyes from the glare of sun. “| think there sfive ravensnow. Yes, | see Norinaand

J han together coming up the hill. He' slooking more than alittle footsore, asif he never paused to rest
during his entire trip from south to north. And Norinaisas|’ d expect her to be.” He drew his body back
into the room.

“Emil. .. !” Zanjastopped herself, embarrassed that she sounded so beseeching.
But hesaid, “Medric and | will attempt to explain al thisto them.”

Medric seemed inclined to object, but Emil gave him alook so grim that Medric followed him reluctantly
out, glancing back at Zanjawith an expression of comicd terror.

Long before Emil thought to shout at the ravens to send for Norinaand J han, the ravens must havetold
them to come home and orchestrated their meeting aong the way aswell. Through the window, Zanja
watched as Emil spoke, J han wept, and Norinaraged. She listened asthey came into the house and, in



the kitchen, Emil built up the fire and hung the teskettle. She went into the kitchen when it seemed the
leading edge of the storm was past, but she was not surprised when Norinagave her alook sherather
would have avoided, and commented, “So now you have finaly found an excusefor suicide.”

Zanjasadflatly, “I do not want to die.”

Apparently convinced and at aloss, Norinasat silently on astool. Zanja had to turn away to escape that
disconcerting, unrelenting gaze. Medric abstractedly wiped out the dusty teacups, and J han looked
bleakly around himsdlf, seeking the daughter whose absence |eft the house achingly slent. His heavy
pack, loaded with medicines and instruments of surgery, squatted in the corner, but J han seemed unable
to st down.

Norinasaid quietly, “J han, Kariswill not keep Legbafrom you.”

“But she is keeping me from her!” J han accepted a cup of teafrom Emil, but did not seem to know what
to dowithit.

“Y ou promised Leebayou d be home by late summer, and she knows the seasons now, so she will not
give Karisamoment’s peace.” Norinaaccepted a cup, Spped cautioudy, and added to him, “The less
you have to do with thisfire blood business, the better. Perhaps you should leave right away, and ask
that the ravens show you theway to Leeba. And beinsistent.”

“Name of Shafta,” said Emil, “the poor man is exhausted—"

“If Karisisangry, let’smake certain there' s one person she can't be angry with. J han, you think these
firebloodsdl havelost their minds?’

Helooked surprised, for he was incagpable of being so judgmenta. But then he said, “Yes. All three of
them at once. All right, I'll go.” He swalowed histea, and Emil went to get him some money. J han
fetched clean clothes and kissed them all good-bye, Zanjatwice, and was going out the door when he
paused and said, “But what will | tell Karisif | find her? | am utterly confounded.”

“Oh!” Medric got hagtily to his feet and fetched the book box from the parlor. Its pointed warningsto be
careful with the contents were obscured by the twine Medric had used to secureit for itsjourney. “Just
givethisto her, and tell her toread it.”

“What isit?’

“A book, of course. It will tell her what she needsto know. You'll see”

Standing in the doorway, Zanjawatched J han, bowed under his heavy load, limp down the track to the
apple orchard, where the apples were starting to become visible as they blushed red. She could hear,
distantly, the swinging chant of the people cutting hay, who made anoise al day long so asto know
where each other was without having to look. The sky was soft, hazy with warmth. Therich land moved
languidly toward harves.

In the orchard, J han paused to shout at the ravensin their tree. Apparently hearing no answer, he
continued down the road. He was out of sght when one of the ravenslifted up to follow him.

Zanjawent back into the kitchen. Emil, frowning absently, sipped histea. Medric, now that he had
sarted to dust the dishes, was methodica ly emptying the cupboard. Norina, ill on her stool, made a



concentrated study of the blank wall.

It was possible, Zanjaredized suddenly, that Norinamight not ever see husband or daughter again. As
though Zanja had spoken her thoughts out loud—and she might aswell have, for the Truthken would
know them soon—Norinaturned to her and raised an eyebrow. Zanjasaid, “Don’t you think that we ve
lost our minds?’

“Thethree of you have aways seemed mad to me.” Norinaadded dryly, “It' skind of you to pity me,
Zanja. Butit' salso awaste of energy. Unlikeyou, | know exactly what I'm doing and why.”

“But you' re supporting us and not opposing us?’

Norinasmiled, very dightly. “How do you know I’ m not opposing you?” she said.

Chapter Twelve

Before the Sainnites introduced smoke addiction to Shaftal, the land had surely not been entirely free of
ne er-do-wdls. Y et, examining the wretched woman who had rowed hersdlf in through the water gatein
aleaky old boat, Clement felt the vague guilt she dwaysfelt in the presence of asmoke user. The people
who know such things had informed Clement of the shocking amount a smoke user must pay nowadays
for the drug, and Clement lay out on the table enough money to give her guest aweek without worry.
The half-starved woman'’ sfingers twitched eagerly.

“Tel mewhat you know,” Clement said.

The woman leaned forward, and Clement smultaneoudy |eaned away from her stink. “ They said the
G deon was coming,” thewoman said earnestly.

“I’ve been hearing that story for years,” Clement said. “If there were a G’ deon, then why would she
linger so long? If she bearsthe power of Shafta in her flesh, then why hasn't shelaid her hands on me, or
on you, and done whatever it is G’ deons do? Kill, heal, whatever.” Clement put her hand out to gather
up the coins. “Y ou’ rewasting my time.”

“One of them saw her. Taked to her.”
Clement held up asingle smdl coin, pinched between her fingertips. “One of them?What isthis group?’

“Degth-and-Life, they cdl themsalves.” The woman watched avidly as Clement lay the coin onto the
table and pushed it towards her. A swift snatch, and the coin was gone.

Another coin: “And who isthis one the G’ deon spoke to?’

“Their leader, of course!” Seeing that Clement would not relinquish the coin, the woman added
reluctantly, “HisnameisWillis”

“Willis?What kind of nameisthat?’

The woman tightened her lips until Clement handed her acoin and held up another. “ A South Hill name, |



“What does helook like?’
“Brown hair, muscular.”
“Like everyonein Shaftd. Y ou never saw him, did you?’

“These werejust peoplein the streets! How was | to know if | saw him or not? They gave usfood, but
only if we ate it while they watched. No money. The bastards.”

“No money,” Clement echoed, closing the coinin her fig.

“They say hewasavagabond,” said the woman desperately. “A vagabond from South Hill. And then he
had avison. How many people like that are therein the world? The South Hillerslook after their own!”

Clement grunted and let her have the coin. She would send an inquiry to South Hill, which wastoo far
away for acasud journey, and seeif the name Willis was known to the garrison there. Perhaps she might
even get adecent description. “What did this supposed G’ deon say to Willis?’

“Hal A lot of nonsense, | guess. That she was coming, of course. That she had chosen him to announce
her coming and to mobilize her people. That there would be war, and you Sainniteswould dl die at her

“At her hand? How?”

“Well, not from pleasure!” The woman leered a her in adreadful display of gumsand occasond teeth.
“By fire,” shesaid, “and plague, and floods. By mountainsfaling on your heads and trees crushing you
under their weight. By freezing wind and heavy snow and—of course—by bloody battles.”

Swesting in her filthy uniform, Clement flt achill. Wasn't thisin fact how Shafta waskilling them,
quietly, steedily, irresstibly? She said, “ Such things happen naturdly in thisbloody, bitter, hogtile [and.”

“Isthat aquestion?’ the woman asked. *Y ou expect an answer?

Clement contemptuoudy tossed the coin to her. “ Y es, do tell mewhy | should be afraid of this supposed
G’ deon’ s supposed threat.”

The smoke user said, “ Because the supposed G’ deon can make these things happen only to you.”
“I’ve heard enough nonsense,” said Clement. “This soldier will show you out.”

But after the smoke user had gone, her stink remained. Clement had |eft the windowsin Cadmar’s
quarters closed to retain the cool of morning, but now she flung them open, and looked out over the
wrecked garrison. As she watched, the crazy, tilted remains of abuilding collapsed in acloud of ashes
and dirt. Two months after the fire, debriswas still being cleared, even as, here and there, afew buildings
gradudly rose, the congtruction fraught with error and delay. Ellid’ s rebuilding strategy was dictated by
therapid changes of Shaftal’ s seasons. On the foundations of the burned buildings, new timber frames
were constructed, and on those went the roofs, so that the walls and windows could be built during the
rain of autumn and even the snow of winter.

By freezing winds and heavy snow we'll die, thought Clement, remembering the smoke-user’ s hollow,
ravaged voice. To this drug-addicted informant, there had been no reason to make a distinction between
the acts of anindividud, this supposed G’ deon, and the acts of nature. Gilly had more than once cdled



the abilities passed from G’ deon to successor asthe power of Shaftal, and what was Shaftal’ s power, if
not the very powersthe smoke user listed, of fire and plague and generdly rotten weather? Powers of
irresistible destruction, whether dow or sudden. Looking out at the evidence of the burned garrison,
remembering the horrors of that night, Clement saw the full scope of her own lingering despair.

The summer was aready two-thirds passed. At the main gate, acrowd of witnesses maintained their
vigil, but their numbers were few enough now that the siege gate had been opened, and it was usudly
possible for aguarded wagon, or acompany of soldiers, to passin and out. Clement went out apostern
gate, though, aone on horseback. The bored gate guard, an old man whosejob it wasto ring the bell for
help if theiron-banded gate happened to be assaulted, had no choice but to let Clement through. No
doubt her exit would be reported to Ellid, who later would berate Clement as much as she dared.
Clement went out into alavender twilight that suffused the narrow streets of Watfield with an unearthly
blend of vivid light and purple shadow. Late shoppers, hurrying home with baskets of bread and eggs,
pressed themsalves to walls decorated with blooming vinesto let her pass. Drinkersin taverns, who
escaped the outdoors into the cooling streets, looked at her askance and, scowling, nudged their
neighbors.

By the time Clement reached Alrin’s pristine townhouse, the shadows had nearly overcomethelight. In
the spotless parlor, apainted screen concedled the cold fireplace, and the discreetly drawn summer
curtains billowed ddlicately in the evening breeze. Here Alrin sat with her feet on astool, dressed in
clothing aslight and loose as her billowing curtains. Her gravid belly, her rich breasts, these were
discreetly displayed by thelight cloth. She offered her hand, apologizing that she did not rise.
Wesak-kneed, Clement bowed over her cool, ddicately scented fingers, and said in arough voice, “| trust
that you arewdll.”

“I missyour company, of course.”

“Of course,” said Clement, trying not to sound skeptical. With the garrison tight as alockbox and every
last soldier working dawn to dusk on rebuilding, Alrin’s business must have suffered terribly. Clement did
not quite know what to make of the message, passed on verbally through the gate guards, inviting her
blandly to supper. Was Alrin resorting to unseemly recruitment? Y et Clement had come, and had even,
with some effort, taken something resembling abath, and put on auniform that wasn't asfilthy asthe
others.

Alrin, never awkward, created topics of conversation from thin air. Over hot buttered bread and
ddicioudy vinegared vegetables, she pretended interest convincingly as Clement obliged her with an
account of the garrison attack. Over fowl in aspic and jellied fruits aslovely to look at asthey wereto
taste, Alrin entertainingly described a disastroudy bad concert she had recently attended. Over peaches
and cake they both praised the fine weather and expressed hopes that it would be alate autumn. Clement
turned down brandy, accepted tea, and sat Sipping it by the window, stunned by such a quantity of tasty
food after so many months of deprivation. Alrin asked her for the fourth time if she had eaten enough,
and if shedidn’t want afew biscuits or anice piece of cheese.

Clement said, “If | ateany more|’d fall unconscious. It’svery kind of you to rescue me for afew
hours—but the commander will go into apanicif | don’t return soon.”

The courtesan smoothed the cloth over her pregnant belly.

Clement, who had only observed pregnancy from adistance, caught hersaf examining Alrin’ sround, taut



abdomen with fascination. Alrin said complacently, “My last child.”

Clement glanced up at her face. “How do you know?’ she asked. She had heard that Shaftali people
knew some methods for preventing pregnancy besides the obvious one practiced by the Sainnites, of
smply forbidding sexua congress between men and women. Clement hersdlf felt no particular desreto
do what men and women do with each other, but soldiers of both sexes would bless her if she could
learn the Shaftai secret.

Unfortunately, Alrin’sanswer was unreveding. “Y ou haven't heard that I' m leaving Wetfield in the
spring? Marga wants to move south, where the winters aren’t so hard. So I’m going into the window and
bottle business, purchasing aglassworks.”

“I hadn’t heard,” said Clement. “Windows and bottles?” she added, trying not to sound overly doubtful.
Alrin said gravely, “1 do understand business”
“Of courseyou do. You'll be missed. | wish you well.”

“Thank you. Margaand | will be very preoccupied with running the enterprise, we expect. This
child—it’ sunfortunate, but we can't possibly raiseit. It will go to itsfather, asis proper.”

Quite belatedly, Clement redized, as Marga camein to clear the table, that the stout woman was not
Alrin’ s housekeeper, but her wife.

“If thefather isinterested,” said Alrin, as Margaleft with aloaded tray.

Clement, feding dreadfully embarrassed, poured both of them more teato save Alrin the trouble of
standing up, and aso to give hersaf a chance to recover her own composure. “I heard there were severd
interested parties,” she said.

“Oh, well,” said Alrin vaguely. “ Sometimes fate intervenes.” She accepted the teacup with agracious
amile. “It is presumptuous of meto even suggest you might help mealittle. But | valued our friendship,
Clem—’

Clement, though she was commenting to hersalf on Alrin’sacting ability, felt abrief surge of desire.

“—and | dare hope you might sometimesthink of mefondly,” continued Alrin. With the teacup at her
lips, she gave Clement a steady, suggestive look.

Clement said, “All officersare lonely. Y ou gave me something | wanted, and | did appreciateit. Isthere
something | can do for you?” Of course there would be—Alrin had not invited her to supper out of
compass on because the people in the garrison had nothing but dop to eat.

“A great man like the genera must want alegacy,” Alrin said.

“Cadmar?’ said Clement. “Good gods!” And she began to laugh, and could not stop hersdlf. “1 beg your
pardon,” she managed to gasp at last. “Thischild ishis, then?’

“It might well be,” sad Alrin Siffly. “Asyou know perfectly well.”

Clement wiped her eyes. “I’ll mention it to him. But | can tell you now that you' d better find another
candidate.” She set down her teacup and stood up. “I’m sorry | offended you. Thank you again for the
deliciousmed.”

“Must you go?’ said Alrin. She offered her hand for Clement to clasp. “Must you?” she said again,



pointedly.

But Clement’ sflush of desire had evaporated. She bid Alrin farewell. She' d never see her again,
probably, and she certainly would not even mention this absurd conversation to Cadmar when he
returned. But it would be grest fun to recount to Gilly.

Five dayslater, abugle sgnd at the main gate announced Cadmar’ sreturn to Watfied. Clement wasin
the middle of dividing, replanting, and top dressing her mother’ sflower bulbs. She went down to themain
gate with horse manure caked on her knees and her pockets bulging with bulbs. There was a scuffle
outside the gate as soldiers forced back the crowd to dlow aclear passage for Cadmar, who glared with
fierce dignity from the back of his magnificent, nervous horse. Once or twice, Clement spotted Gilly, gray
and drawn, mounted on a sturdy brown nag. Both he and his horse looked rather bored, though they
weretangled in aknot of escorting soldierswho were busy with their clubs. She had missed that ugly
man! When they were in, and the soldiers had gotten the gate shut, then the soldiers on thewalls
remembered belatedly to cheer the generd’ sarrival, though the angry shouts of the crowd outside the
gate were louder, and less demoralized. Ellid had arrived, and stepped forward to make the officia
greeting. Cadmar dismounted and clasped the garrison commander’ s hand with every appearance of
genidity. But Clement heard him say, “ Shoot the rabble.”

“Genera,” said Clement, stepping forward hadtily. “We ve tolerated these peopl €' s presence—Dbetter a
few people at the gate than aroused city. And the weather will drive them away soon enough.”

“Tolerate?” Cadmar’s gaze was without comprehension. “Are you afarmer now, Lieutenant-Genera ?’
He wrinkled his nose at the manure stink she carried with her.

“I beg your pardon, General. You'll find your quarters ready for you. And the stable has been rebuilt, so
your horse will aso be comfortable.”

Looking past his shoulder, she caught Ellid’ s gaze. The commander |ooked rather pale, but at Clement’s
glance she gave adight nod. Clement soothed Cadmar until he dlowed that he wastired, and let himsdlf
be convinced to go to his quarters and be looked after by hislong-suffering aides. When he was gone,
Clement said to Ellid, “ Give the citizens fair warning first, and then shoot over their heads. They’ll run out
of shooting range, at least, and then you can send the guard out to disperse them.”

Clement turned and found that Gilly had been helped from his horse and was leaning unsteadily on his
cane, observing her with arather red-eyed, dubious expression. She offered him her arm, and he leaned
on her heavily. “The horse will be comfortable?’ he rasped, apparently in the throes of a summer cold.

Clement sad, “Actudly, the horses are uncomfortably crowded because the stable is now the barracks
for the soldiers displaced by Cadmar’ sarrival. We ve cleared the soldiers out of your room, too, and |
think 1" d better put you to bed. Y ou're uglier than ever,” she added affectionatdly.

“You'recrabbier,” said Gilly hoarsdly. “For amoment | thought you were going to clout him.”

“What does hethink, that I’ ve saved a clean uniform to wear for hisarrival? The laundry hasn't been
rebuilt, and | gave Ellid haf my clothing, Since herswas burned.”

“Y ou’ ve been free of Cadmar for two months. Y ou’ ve got nothing to complain about.”

They moved down the road, Gilly leaning heavily on her arm, a more of a shuffle than awak. The horses



were led past them in aclatter of shod hooves on cobblestone. Behind them, Clement could hear the gate
captain shouting orders. “I wouldn't clout Cadmar,” Clement said. “Hisfigs are twice the size of mine.”

Gilly chuckled, then coughed wretchedly.

Gunshots. Clement flinched. Fearful cries. She said loudly, “What iswritten on those pieces of cloth
those people wrap themsalves with? Did you notice?’

“It was names.”

Someone was screaming. Apparently, injuries had not been entirely avoided. “ Gods of hell,” Clement
muttered.

“Some veteran you are,” sad Gilly dryly.
“Why don'’t they give up and get busy breeding more children? It does't take any particular effort!”

Gilly looked at her. “It’snot children they want,” he grated. “It' s those particular children. No, never
mind—you'll never undergand it.”

Shetook him to hisroom and put him to bed. Shetold him about Alrin’s atempt to sl her child to
Cadmar, but she could not remember why it had ever seemed funny.

Chapter Thirteen

In those days before autumn mud, Norina Truthken observed some remarkable things, and commented
on them to nobody. She was famous for her acerbic tongue and quick temper: brutd wesponsin the
control of a subtle mind that no one underestimated more than once. In those days, she found hersdlf
exercisng that subtlety without the wegponry, and though she saw much worth commenting on and even
criticizing, she merely waiched in Slence.

Dust gathered in their half-abandoned house; what vegetables had survived in the neglected garden went
ungathered; their sorerooms that should have been filling up for the long winter lay empty. Wherever
Karis had gone, she had taken the household concerns with her, and had aneighbor visited their home he
would have concluded that they were soon to become burdens on their community.

Karisaso remained silent: present in her ravens, but speechless. She had removed herself beyond
Norina s ability to know her truths, yet that very act of removal signified to Norinaatruth that thefire
bloods could not perceive. They saw rejection and refusal, and perhaps even Karis hersdlf thought that
her absence meant anger. Fire bloods seein the heat of passion and imagination, and air bloods see
coldly, clearly. Sometimes that dispassion was a distinct advantage.

Emil wrestled with himsdlf in away that was painful to watch. As commander of South Hill Company he
had regularly sent friendsto their deaths, but he and Zanja had an intimacy that could not be described as
amplefriendship, and to kill her with hisown hand would kill him aswell. This Norinasaw, and asshe
watched him work his dow way to acceptance of this unacceptable, mad plan, she knew that in the end
to fulfill hisrolewould literdly bregk his heart. Y et Norinaheld her tongue.



Medric, as dways, was more enigmatic. Flippant and sorrowful by turns, he read his books of history
franticaly, looking for afact or story that would trigger hisinsight and give him the broad vison that might
explain their actions to themsalves. So seers aways spend their lives, seeking a perfect understanding that
inevitably dudesthem; somefindly fal into madness, while othersredlize at |ast thet their purpose lies not
in the unachievable god, but in the seeking of it. Medric wasterribly young, till in his mid-twenties, and
perhaps he was too young to bear such apersond burden for the hopes of hisfriends. He grew haggard
from forgetting to eat and deep, and Emil and Zanjawere too preoccupied to look after him. Norina
garted bringing him bowls of porridge and supervising while he ate, though he complained about her
miserable cooking. She watched him flounder like afish caught in the jaws of destiny, and wondered
whether he would change his shape before he was swallowed. She made no comment, though.

Zanjawas changing, and this was the most remarkable thing Norinafound to watch. If ever Noring, indl
her skepticd life, had been tempted to believe in divine intervention, it was during those weeks of harvest
as she watched Zanja s metamorphosis. Zanja, obliviousto the changing season, appeared to be writing
abook. Norina glanced at her work one day, and found that it was a collection of Leeba sfavorite
gtories, mixed in with other stories that Norinahad never heard: more complex stories, storiesthat Leeba
would lovein afew months, or ayear, or severa years. One of these was an exceedingly strange tale of
awoman who murdered hersdlf to save her daughter’ slife, and how her daughter never forgave her for
it. Norina could imagine reading that story to L eeba one day, though she could not imagine how the
world around them might have changed by then.

Except for her work on the book for Leeba, Zanja seemed—not aimless, for she was too quiet for
that—but distant, waiting. Examining her, Norina saw amindless preoccupation, like a caterpillar sarting
to weave asilken coffin around itsdlf, or abear getting ready to bury itself in awinter’ sgrave. But that
peaceful purposefulnesswas aways threatened by apain asintenseas Emil’s. Zanjacdled hersdf a
crosser of boundaries: her gods had named her so. And every boundary crossing, she said, was a death.
So she was accustomed to dying, and knew how to go about it. But she who had endured such terrible
lossesin her life could not endure any more, and so she kept pretending to herself that when she died, her
lover, her child, and her dearest friends would not be lost to her. It was an extraordinary act of
self-deception: the kind of magic that fire bloods excel at. Norinawas there when that self-deception
failed, and Zanja began to weep.

She wept for days. And then she took the dagger Karis had forged for her, and laid it on the bed she and
Karis had shared dl these years, and she roughly bound the pages of her book with aleather seam and
set the book aside, and, asthe apple harvest began, she started to go out walking, from before sunrise to
past sunset. Every night, when Norinasaw her at supper, she saw awoman who had become alittle less
familiar. And still Norinadid not talk about what she saw, to Zanjaor to anyone.

A letter came from J han, much dirtied by its hand-to-hand journey, that told of births attended, bones
mended, and lives ended, and finished with a sentence that his raven had begun to talk to him,
occasondly. Norinawondered if shewould ever see him, or her daughter, again. So even shelived
through the harvest season in a state of |oss, but she was never bewildered by it. She had never hesitated
to sacrifice passion to principle; she was an air blood and she knew no more rationa way to live. So, like
Zanja, shewas uniquely qudified for the task thet lay before her.

Even as Zanjabegan the process of transforming hersalf, Medric and Emil began to discuss, painfully at
firgt but with increasing fascination, how to make that transformation permanent. Firelogicisthelogic of
insght, of seeing in symbols and stories and events more meanings than an entirely sane person could see.
To turn that seeing into an act of magic wasrarely done, and there were no rulesfor how to do it. Asthe
two scholarstalked, their plansinevitably became convoluted. To enact in ritud a symbolic understanding
was complicated. Soon, as Norina expected, they asked her to take arolein theritua, and so shewas



ableto start making plans of her own.

Zanjasaid that it must not happen a home, and so it must be done outside, and since they could not do
fire magic without afire, that meant it must happen before the rains began. Because the ravens no longer
even offered weather reports, Norina kept an eye on the behavior of the local earth talents. Earth witches
wererare, but every farmhold had people with earth talent, who, like J han, had earned the reputation of
knowing how to do things right, whase mundane advice about building and planting was often sought and
awaysfollowed. When Norinanoticed that the work of harvest had become frenetic, the four of them
could delay their terrible act no longer.

Thelagt day of Zanja slife began with brilliant sunshine: alight that blinded them asthey walked
eastward, for the sun no longer rose quickly asit had during summer, and instead hovered along the
horizon for haf the morning. The four of them set forth in the dazzle of sunrise and stark, sweeping
shadows that twisted away from the sidewayslift of the sun. They were hailed from an apple orchard
where battered baskets of red and green gpples clustered under the yellowing trees, awaiting the wagon
that would take them to the cider mill. Their pockets werefilled with apples by the friendly, busy farmers,
and later, agirl ran down from adairy to give them awedge of cheese and ask about the weather. Emil
sighed under the burden of neighborliness, but Zanja crunched an apple as she walked and took the
dender, beautiful blade out of her boot to cut them all pieces of cheese. Shewas as cam and remote as
Norinahad ever seen her and beneath the unruffled surface of her visage lay the drowned corpse of her
vitd mind.

Medric interrupted his anxious gabble to ask abruptly, “Where are the ravens?’

“Absent,” said Emil briskly, not even bothering to scan the sky or the tops of the picked apple treesthey
now passed. The sound of hammers making lagt-minute repairs on aleaky roof wasloud againgt the
whining of the crickets.

Kariswas making hersalf asremotein her way as Zanjawasin hers, and both for the same reason. Only
Norinacaled it heroism, and only to hersdlf. To disturb thefrail fabric of thefirebloods' illusonswould
have been disastrous.

Emil showed them to the high place that he had in mind, where ancient oaks spread avast canopy, and
there was awide, comforting vista along horizon, abrilliant stretch of sky. The busy, distant cider mill
could be seen, tucked into the curve of abrightly shining stream. They distracted themsalves with
gathering wood, but once the fire waslit, distractions were no longer necessary—the momentum of the
ritual took control of them.

Zanjaobediently followed Norinainto the shelter of agrove of saplings. There, among the lobed leaves
edged with autumn’ s bronze, she looked somberly upward, into the verdant shadows of one of the
ancient trees. Norinafollowed her gaze, and thought she saw the hunched shape of awaiting owl.
“Sdos a?’ she asked, and Zanja gave anod: the god that had made her a crosser of boundaries had
comefor her, to escort her soul acrossitsfina border. Norinalooked narrowly at the waiting owl; it
looked like an ordinary bird to her.

Norinasaid, “Y our belongings connect you to thisworld, so you must give everything you' ve brought
with you to be burned in thefire, including your clothing. And your hair.”

Along with the pieces of her clothing, Zanja silently handed Norinathe little knife from her boot, and the
battered pack of glyph cardsthat she carried in a pouch hung from her belt. Her fingers struggled with



buttons as her gaze kept returning to the shadowy owl; she picked ineffectudly a aknot; Norinafinally
knelt to undo her bootstraps for her. Zanja stood quiet among the leaves that twitched a bit in apassing
breeze. Now, stripped of her Shaftali clothing, she had never looked so dien: thin and wild asaferret,
her dark skin covered with a patchwork of scars, with some of her warrior’ s braids coming undone and
her coarse black hair brushing the backs of her thighs. Norina gave her clothing that Emil had acquired
somewhere: arough, woolen tunic and baggy trousers, smple shoes, and leggings of goatskin with the
hair gtill attached. But then Norina had to dress her, for Zanjasmply stood like an addle-pate, with the
clothing faling from her hands.

Norina had done much planning, but that planning proved al but unnecessary. It was easy to hide Zanja's
discarded cards and knife in the leggings as she tied them around Zanja' s calves, and it wasjust as easy
to tieared tassel onto one of the braids and then tuck it down into the loose neck of the tunic. And it
was easy to turn her back on Zanja, and fill the empty card pouch with oak leaves, and lay onto the
tangle of discarded clothes the knife Norinaaways carried, afraterna but not identical twinto Zanja's,
though Emil and Medric would not know the difference. In alifetime shaped by truth and lies, rardly had
Norina s deceptions been so smple.

Norinagathered up Zanja s clothing and the substitute belongings, and took the hand of the vacant aien
who for awhile had been her bitter riva and for along time had been her friend, and led her out to the
firewhere Emil and Medric werewaiting.

Earlier, Norina had noted the muffled sound of Emil weeping, but now he was again the battle-hardened
soldier. Norina sat Zanja down beside the fire and, rather agitatedly, Medric began to speak of Zanja's
life: he spoke of her birth as though he had been there, and of how the old men and women of her clan
had noticed her, and how Salos ahad claimed her, and how she had traveled Shaftal with her first
mentor, and how she served the Sainnites as a stablehand one summer, to learn their language. Then Emil
spoke of how she had begun to fear for her peopl€' s safety, but her warnings had gone * unheeded, and
he spoke in detail of the night her people were massacred, which he cdled Zanja sfirst desth. He and
Medric took turns speaking of the revenge the surviving warriors wreaked on the Sainnites, of Zanja's
second death, when she was paralyzed in an avalanche, the third deeth in a Sainnite prison, and of

Karis s abrupt, timely, and utterly unexpected intervention. They spoke of the single summer during
which Zanjahad, directly or indirectly, intentionally or inadvertently, disrupted and changed the direction
of dl therr lives: the summer when Medric deserted the Sainnites, Emil resigned from the Pdadins, Norina
shifted her dliances, Mabin kidnapped and nearly killed Karis, Karis broke her addiction to smoke, their
family was formed and their love affairs began.

The last five years had been more quiet, and Emil was able to spesak of them quickly: so, after hours of
talking, they finished telling the story of Zanja sextraordinary, gppalingly eventful thirty-five years.

The men were hoarse with talking and with breathing smoke. Zanja had listened, if such passivity could
be caled listening, in blank speechlessness. Now Norinarose up from her long, weary watch and built up
the fire. Medric gathered himsdlf up and said, dlearly and firmly, “And now, Zanjana Tarwein, your life
has ended, asal lives end, and with love and sorrow your family now consigns your body to the pyre
and your spirit to the care of the gods.”

Norinaput Zanja s good boots onto the fire, and followed them with the rest of Zanja s clothing, and,
findly, theworn leather pouch stuffed with leaves—Emil, who had given Zanjathe glyph cards,
wretchedly watched it burn—and Norina s own knife, which she knew would later emerge from the
ashes unscathed. Then, with a pair of scissors she had brought with her, Norina began cutting off and
burning Zanja s hair. One handful at atime, she lay the dender braids onto the flames, where they flared
and became ash dl in amoment. But one braid remained, hidden for now.



It was an execution. Zanja s hair had never been cut, not since the day of her birth, and it was her life that
flared upon the fire and turned to ash. Norinadid it briskly. When she had finished, Zanja shair hung not
quite to her shoulders, and the tight braids unplaited raggedly. Even the shape of her face seemed
changed.

Norinasaid softly, “It isdone.” Shelooked up at Emil, hoping she would find him resolute. One last act
remained, and Medric had dreamed that Emil would commit that act done. Emil rose up stiffly, and
shouldered his satchdl and bedroll. His battered old dagger, which he often did not bother to carry, hung
on hiship.

“Comewithme” hesaid to Zanja.

She obediently rose up, and followed him.

Part 3
TheWalk-Around

In the middle of the country, thereisavalley so big it takes six daysto walk acrossit, and thet valley isa
wasteland. The people of the region say that once the valley was afertile farmland, and thisisthe story
they tell to explain how it became awasteland. In the middle of that valley there used to be aforest
known as the Walk-Around, because everyone with any sense walked around it, even though that added
two daysto the journey and forced them to ford the river twice, and in the spring the river was too deep
to crossat dl. What with waiting for the flood to ease and various other difficulties, that Six-day journey
might take twenty, if your luck was bad. But it wasworse luck still to walk through the forest.

Sometimes astranger or fool might walk into the forest and come right out on the other Sde, whistling a
merry tune and talking about how nice it wasin there, with the coolness and the gentle springs and the
birds so tame they practically hopped onto the spit to be cooked for dinner, and the nutsin neat pilesjust
waiting for a passer-by to pick them up and eat them. And sometimes the traveler would never be seen
again. And sometimes an enterprising farmer might plow afield going right up to the forest’ s edge, and
plant corn and watch it sprout, only to go out one day and find the field, the farm, the cattle, and even the
family gone, and nothing but forest to be seen, and then the house collapsing into the ground. That’ sthe
kind of forest it was, and that’ swhy people kept away fromit.

One day astranger arrived in the village that was closest to the forest, though some daysit was closer
than others, and said that he was going to the town on the far side of the forest. And the people there
warned him, asthey warned everybody, to stay away from the forest because nobody ever knew what
the forest was going to do. But this stranger called them aname | can't repeat here, and said boldly that
he had never yet met the forest that could defest him. For he could walk up to adeer in his stocking feet
and put aknifeinto its heart, and he could tell north from south by the way the grasslay on the ground,
and he could start afire in wet wood, and he even could predict bad weather aweek in advance, though
he wouldn't say how. He even, he swore, was unaffected by the bites of poisonous snakes, and at that
point everyone knew hewas afool and said to him, “Go into the forest, then, for it' s obvious that even
your mother won't missyou.”

So the bold man went into the forest, and he took his direction from the grass, and he snared the wild



birds and ate the nuts and drank the cold water and had a cozy campfire, and the next day he Sarted
planning how he would come whistling out of the woods and send a message back to those faint-hearts
out in the village, teling them what cowards they were. But the shadows grew long, and the crickets
started to sing and he never reached the edge of the forest. The next day it was the same, and the day
after that, though every day the forest seemed a bit darker and the birds were scarcer and the nuts were
fewer, until the bold man began to starve, because dl his boldness couldn't fill the woods with plenty.

But still hewalked, for what €lse could he do, until one day he came to a clearing that was a perfect
circle, and in its center lay a perfectly round pool, and there at |ast the bold man saw that the grasslay
first in one direction and then another, so that it made a perfect spira, and that perfect pool was the
spird’ s center. And drinking from the pool was abig black sow with tuskslike knives and hair like wire
and hooveslikeiron. And she looked up at that bold man and didn’t even blink.

Now that bold man wasn't so bold anymore, for he knew that the forest had tricked him into walking in
circlesthese many days. But he certainly was hungry. So he picked up his spear and he charged that pig,
because he was thinking that anice pork dinner would be afine thing after dl his miseries, and mighty
well deserved. But that black sow, she stood her ground and tossed himin the air like abull, goring him
with her tusks so that when he landed he was bleeding from agreet gash in hisleg. But he managed to
hold on to his spear, so when the big pig charged him, he braced the spear on the ground and held it so
the sow would impale hersdlf onit. But that sow was asmart one, and she dodged the spear and took a
swipe at the bold man’ s other leg, and opened up histhigh from knee to hip. Now he knew that he was
dead, for he would never find the way out of the forest when he couldn’t even walk, so he put hisarms
around that sow and held on tight, and she dragged him around and around that clearing, until &t last he
managed to take his spear, which he had hung on to al the while, and jab it between her ribs and into her
heart. And then he fainted dead away.

Ashelay sensdlessin the trampled, bloody grass, the forest began to step away from him. The clearing
became a big, round field and then gaps appeared between the trees, and by the time he opened his
eyes, helay in open land, with no hint of aforest at dl, except for adistant shadow retreating up a
hillsde

So the bold man dragged himsdlf to the farm that lay just over the next hill, and when he was no longer in
danger of bleeding to degth, he bragged that he had killed the sow at the heart of the forest, and they
would never be troubled by the Walk-Around again. From now on, people could walk directly from one
place to another, and so the bold man supposed he was ahero. And al the people supposed he was one
too, until they looked out the windows and saw that the grass had shriveled up and the rivers had gone
dry, and stones as big as horses were lifting up out of the soil. So the people al went running to the place
where the bold man said he had killed the sow, but the black sow had turned to black stone, and it was
too lateto revive her.

So that is how the Walk-Around Waste was created, and now anyone who wants to cross that way had
better bring plenty of food and water with them, for from one end of the valey to the other nothing
grows, and no water flows.

Chapter Fourteen



When a Truthken examines a fire blood, it is crucial to hold in mind the fire bloods' inability to
separate symbol and reality. Inritual, for example, the content of gesture becomes concrete, and
through ritual the desires, dreams, or nightmares of the fire blood are made true. Here, in this
blending of symbol and reality, lies the source of the elemental madness so common among the
firefolk. Here also isthe Truthken’s challenge, for fire bloods' lies may rapidly become truths to
them. To perceive the difference of falsehood from truth may become impossible.

—The Way of the Truthken

In awood where the leaves seemed composed of concentrated sunlight, tree branches shattered
radiating cracks acrossthe gold, and darkness broke in. There atraveling man took his companion by
the shoulders, and turned her to him. She gazed into hisface, but did not see him; he saw into her eyes,
but did not know her.

It had been raining since midnight: aheavy, cold rain cursed by farmers who had hoped to make one last
cutting of hay. Now, the rain had ended, and the woods lay silent but for the peaceful drip of water and
the dow floating down of leaveslike embersin adark fireplace.

The man wore amidlands longshirt and canvas breeches; greased boots and leggings caked with heavy
mud; ablanket and satchel dung crossways from shoulder to waist; and from his belt al the dangling
pouches, bags, and implements of awanderer who carries his house with him. Hislong gray hair was
bound at the neck; his expression was complex beyond reading. The woman had nothing, not even an
expresson on her face.

Theman said, “1 ask your forgiveness.” Hekissed her, and shejerked like awild cresture away from his
touch. Then he struck her face with aclosed fist, and she staggered. He struck her in the somach, and
sheféll to her knees. Ashe besat her, the woman's plain tunic became blotted with blood; she seemed to
faint. Hewiped hisface with his deeve and took aragged bregth, but, as though he dared not pause for
long, drew his dagger and stabbed her.

Afterwards, he took her by the shoulders and dragged her through wet leaves and mud to drop her in the
ditch by the sde of the road. He stood over her, cam but old, with ahand lifted vaguely to hischest. Her
eyesfluttered open; shelooked at him as though he were one small piece of amonstrous, excruciating

puzzle.

The man turned his head, for he could hear the faint jingle of ahorse’ s harness. He re-ba anced the
burdens he carried and walked away, into the wet woods, into the darkness that flowed out of the trees
as, behind the lowering clouds, the sun ssumbled and fell below the horizon.

Chapter Fifteen

That day, the whole of Shafta had lain under acloud. Thearrival of autumn mud season had taken
Garland by surprise. He had nowhere to go. He dared not ask for shelter in the decrepit farmhouses that



he passed, for the rains had caught him in the hostile western edge of the midlands, with its tapped out
soil and bitter recent history. He could expect no friendliness here, and certainly no generosity.

He walked the entire day, through intermittent downpours, until the weight of water made his poor
burdens so heavy he was tempted to smply drop them in the road. After the day ended the cold would
come, which he could stave off only with wet blankets and wet, threadbare clothing; for dthough his
matches were probably dry in their tin, he would find no fuel dry enough to burn, not even if heused his
own hair for tinder.

The road had begun to risein the afternoon. Without regrets, he had |eft the hostile farmlands, with their

suspicioudy peering resdents, and climbed into forbidding, rocky country. Oak trees gave way to pine,

and as sunset gpproached, the road petered out, and he awoke from his daze of cold and londliness and
wondered if he might diethat night.

For amoment, overwhemed by futility and aimlessness and the vacancy | eft behind when he abandoned
his hopes, he thought he did not care. Then, he heard the ring of awoodcutter’ s ax, and he thought
longingly of how wood meansfire, and fire means a hearth, and a hearth means a house. He stepped into
the woods. Soon, he was waking among no mere saplings, but trees much further around than he could
clasp intwo hands. What kind of people would he find, living beyond aroad that had been overgrown
for so many years?

The sound had seemed close, but astwilight gave way to deep, drizzling shadows, the sound of the ax
mocked him, luring him further from the now distant road, without letting him get closer to the sound. The
Shaftdi are apeople of many storiesthat they hold up like shields against the boredom of winter, and
Garland had heard his share of them, including a number that told of maevolent forces that inhabited the
forest and tried to lure solitary travelers from their chosen roads. He asked himsdlf if he was afraid, but
was too tired to attempt an answer.

Thetreesthat had closed in around him suddenly flung him out of their company. He sumbled to his
knees among dim saplings. The road had not resppeared, but now he wasin aclearing, looking at a
steep crag looming againgt astarless sky darkening to black. Between him and the crag stood ahumble
stone house, and between him and the house, the woodcutter worked in acircle of lantern light.

The woodcutter bent and straightened, graceful as adancer, but with amoment of brisk violence at the
end of each easy stroke. The split kindling leapt up, sometimes bright and sometimes black, and flew,
and fell. Garland got up from his sprawl, but dared not step forward. The woodcutter seemed gigantic, a
congtruction of powerful muscle that gleamed wet in the light. Thewood split with asingle stroke; only
the sharp crack told him it was wood, hard and dry for burning. He saw beauty, art, and afearsome
anger, and stood suspended between that terrifying sight and the woods, and wondered if the
malevolence of myth might be safer than the bright power at work before him. And yet he gasped asthe
ax entered thelog, and did through it, and transformed it.

Abruptly, the woodcutter turned, and he saw it was awoman, shirtless, bleeding in the breast where a
flying splinter must have struck her. She said, “Help meto pick up the wood—aquickly. It'sgoing torain

agan.”

Her hoarse, homely voice gavanized him. He hurried forward, to toss his knapsack onto the porch and
wander about the yard, seeking the far-flung pieces and dumping them under the porch roof by the
armload. He and the woman met at the steps, she carrying the lantern and putting her other arm through a
shirt deeve, hewith onelast load of wood. They ducked into shelter as the sky opened up and the deluge

began.



“Quietly,” she said, opening the door. “Don’'t wake the child.”

Surely bandits have no children, Garland thought, but he could not imagine what €lse she might be. He
followed her into akitchen, where afew cods glowed upon the hearth and dirt lay thick on acreaking
floor. She hung the lantern on ahook, and he got agood look at her: alarge, tangle-haired woman in
clothing as worn out as his own, with big hands, and palms as black as soot. A blacksmith?

He put some wood onto the fire, and went back to get his sodden gear from the porch. A huge table was
the kitchen’ sonly furniture, but the walls had plenty of hooks, on which he hung his belongingsto dry.
Thewoman sat on the hearth: silent, monolithic. Helit acandle stub and with it in hand, located a
storeroom, surprising clean and practicaly empty, and came back with some lard and a canister of flour.
He hung a battered, soot-crusted teakettle from the crane and swung it over thefire, and by thetimethe
water boiled he had patted out the biscuits and dropped them into the rusty hearth oven to bake.

While the tea was stegping and the biscuits baking, he put together a pot of beans with onions so sharp
he cried as he chopped them, and some bacon ends that he licked first to make sure they were not
rancid. He hunted through the storeroom again, and found, all crowded on one shelf, apat of fresh

butter, abig chunk of honeycomb in a cloth-covered bowl, and abucket of russet gpples. Heimagined
the big woman walking up the mountain from the closest farm, with the bucket of applesin one hand, the
butter in the other, and an ax on her back, setting the supplies down on astump so she could chop down
abee-tree, and then ... Garland thought for amoment. She had run out of hands. The child would be with
her, he concluded, and she was old enough to be trusted to carry the butter. So the woman had carried a
bucket of honey the rest of the way up the hill.

The woman till sat unmoving on the hearth. Her face, reveded by firelight, was drawn and stark. She
turned her head dowly as Garland lifted out the biscuits from the oven that sat in the coals. He buttered
them generoudy, dripped them with honey, and gave her atin plate full, with atin cup of tea, and sat on
the hearth himself, and watched her from the corner of hiseye.

With thefirst bite, she uttered asmall sound of surprise. She closaly examined the biscuit, and then him.
She stuck afinger in her mouth to suck off the honey, and then she truly began to eat: serioudly,
atentively. Herefilled her cup and gave her the last three biscuits, but she gave one of them back to him.
When the plates were empty and wiped clean, and the woodcutter-blacksmith clasped her third cup of
teawithin her big handslike an egg stolen from abird’ s net, she said in aquiet, rasping voice, “1 don't
suppose you are looking for aplaceto stay.”

Garland cleared histhroat. He had not spoken, heredlized, for severa days. “1t’ sonly biscuits.”
“Evidence enough,” she said, asthough they were old friends, having an oblique but cordia argument.
“| can stay afew days,” he said cautioudly.

“It will rain for three more days. Y ou can help clean and secure the house, if you will. And then the roads
will befirm enough for you to travel on, to wherever you are going. It will rain again, of course, after
that.” Her tone of voice asked no questions.

He said politely, cautioudy, “It seemsyou are not well prepared for winter.”
“Not yet. But the roof istight, the woodshed full, the chimney sound.”
“The storeroom, though ...”

“When theroads firm up, I'll visit amarket town nearby. If you come with me, I'll buy you whatever you



want.”

The silence descended again: his astonished, hers preoccupied. But she seemed |ess vacant now; the
biscuits were doing their work, which gave him to understand that she had been terribly hungry. That
drawn, shadowed face of hers suggested she aso had not dept well in some time. The beans began to
boil. He gave them a dtir, then raked the coas away, to dow the pot. “ That will be tomorrow’ s supper,”
he said. “For tonight, have you got eggs?’

“| did. Leebadropped them, though.”
“Leebaisyour child?’ He paused. “My nameis Garland.”

“Karis. They tdl methat my name means‘Logst.”” She seemed ironic and skeptical, but Garland thought
shedid seem, if not logt, then certainly bewildered.

“Well, but you havetdent,” hesaid. “Y ou’'ve donedl this, repaired the house and cut the wood.”
Sheraised an eyebrow at him. “Has your tdent given you happiness?’

He said honestly, “Happiness never lasts longer than amed.”

“It lasts so long asthat?’

Helooked at her, not knowing what to think or say. The plate of biscuits he had dready given her wasdl
he had to offer. But she was big, and hardworking, and probably still hungry. Another plateful of biscuits,
or even two, would not be too much. He went to the table, measured flour and leavening, and once again
began cutting in the lard.

Kariswas heavy spirited, but not difficult to live with. Her daughter took some getting used to, though:
active, loud, insstent, demanding every bit of Karis sattention and at least once aday working herself
into such atemper that Karis exiled her to adistant room. Since Kariswasworking outside in therain
much of thetime, Garland often supervised thisdifficult child, who did not, &t first, seem to particularly
like him or to want him around. Then he made jam buns, and Leebawarmed up to him considerably.

Karisworked: steadily, restlesdy, and oftentimes wearily. In the cold rain and mud, she stood out in the
overgrown road and wielded her ax, mowing down the trees like grass before a scythe. Garland was
content to clean the house, which had been abandoned long enough for batsto livein the attic, squirrels
to inhabit the chimney, and rats to make the cdllar their kingdom. Somehow, Karis had aready shooed
out the squatters, but they had left amess that took some stomach to clean up. Therest was merdly dirt
and dugt, vast quantities of it that Garland swept up with atwig broom Karis had made the first morning,
aong with adust pan she fashioned from atin plate found rugting in the cellar.

He showered off the filth each night, standing in the cold rain with abar of yellow soap. Then, suddenly,
the rain stopped in the night, and in the morning they waked down the track Karis had cut through the
trees. The road had firmed up as she predicted, though the ditcheswere full and Karis made Leebaride
on her shouldersto keep her out of the muck.

“There stheravens,” Leebasaid suddenly, pointing into the distance. “ Tell them to come here. | want to
ask them aquegtion.”

Karissad, “They’relooking for food. What do you want to know?’



“I want to know why are there three? There’ syours, and mine. But—" She looked sideways at Garland.
“Does he have araven?’

Karissad, inavoicelike asaw cutting wood, “Zanja s raven iswith us now. Do you remember what |
told you? That sheis dead?”’

“I don’t want her to be dead,” L eeba protested.

Garland, outside the edges of this strange, obscure conversation, did not ask for an explanation. If Karis
had to sart explaining hersdf, then so would he have to. He was thinking he might be able to manage
through the winter with these two, in their stcone house that every day became cozier, though it till had no
furniture. He did not want to risk his comfort by telling haf truths that might make him avagabond again.

“I don't want her to be dead,” Leeba said again. Garland thought he saw the same pain convulsein her
that Karis kept checked within herself. “1 want J han,” she added. “Is he dead too?’

“No,” Karissaid, vaguely and distantly.

“Issummer over? My daddy promised to come home!” Asthey drew closer to the market town, the
road became quite busy as people gathered for what would more than likely be the last market day of the
year. These people who had seemed to Garland so distant and suspicious, greeted each other jovidly,
though they avoided even looking at Karis and Garland. Karis commented, “We ve settled in an
unfriendly place, but money might win them over.”

When they reached the town, she casudly handed Garland abag of coins. “I'll hire usawagon, o have
everything you buy delivered to the livery stable, and we'll sort it out there.” She added lightly, “Don’'t be
overly economical. If you run out of money, tell araven, and I’ll bring you some more.”

Garland gave abemused laugh. Leebasaid, “If you tak to araven, tell him | want my daddy to come
home.”

“Yes, of course,” said Garland. He did not understand children particularly, and did not himself
remember believing that birds could talk, but he supposed this game to be harmless.

“Get yoursdf some new clothes,” Karis commanded, asthey parted ways. “1 won't have you shiveringin
your bare threads all winter. New shoes, too. Promise!”

They parted, and Garland turned to watch Karis walk towards the livery stable, with the girl trotting
beside her, one arm stretched up asfar asit would go, so she could clasp two of the big woman'sbig
fingers. Leeba was asking why the roofs were shaped with upturned edges, and then she pointed out that
awoman was carrying four live chickens upside-down by the feet, and then Garland could not hear her
penetrating voice any more.

It did not seem to even have occurred to Karis that, once she gave Garland her money, he no longer
needed her stone house, her grim company, or her noisy child. He could live through winter in arented
room, in some large town, devel oping respectability and familiarity, eventualy winning a permanent
position in aprosperous inn, perhaps, and so end his wandering days.

But he followed the crowds to the market, and began methodically spending the money. Soon, he was
too wrapped up in cdculating sensible quantities of supplies, consulting thelist he had congtructed in his
head over the last three days, and bargaining fiercely with the unfriendly merchantsto fed any particular
regret. He emerged from aclothiersin the late afternoon, with afew coins ill jangling in his new
pockets—thefirst new clothing he' d had since helost histemper with the generd five years ago and



made himself awanderer—and glanced up to see the source of adry flapping sound. There on the edge
of the roof stood agreat raven, black as the heart of astormcloud, looking at him inquiringly through one
eye and then the other. Garland glanced around himself. Hewas practically alone on the street, for it was
the time that most people go home to start cooking their suppers. He said out loud, fegling foolish, “I'm
not quite out of money, but | think the shopping’ s done. And L eeba wants her daddy to come home.”

Theraven sad, “Karisiswaiting for you.”

Surely the raven had not actually spoken. Certainly, it had not. Garland continued to repeet this
assurance to himself, asthe raven lifted itswings and flew nonchaantly down the road, to perch on
another rooftop and glance back—impatiently?“1’m losng my mind,” Garland muttered. “ Soon the pots
will start reciting recipesto me.” He picked up his basket, which wasladen with tins of teaand spices, a
couple of pair of woolen stockings, a half dozen wooden spoons, arolling pin, and afew other things,
and started down the road. The raven flew ahead of him, never out of sight, looking back at Garland with
unsettling intelligence, until they had reached the edge of town. Two other ravens waited on the roof of
the supperhouse where he and K aris were to meet, and they greeted the third with raucous, hoarse cries.
Were they now talking to each other? It dmost seemed they were. Garland set his basket at hisfeet; he
could not make himself go one step further.

A fourth raven arrived, and the others shouted their greetings. Garland turned, dowly, reuctantly, to look
in the direction from which the fourth black bird had arrived. He saw awandering man, shabby in the
way that wanderers get, carrying abig, heavy pack such as peddiers carry. The man was standing till in
the middle of the road, like Garland, looking &t the ravens on the rooftop. His eyes were bright with
tears. Garland heard the supperhouse door creak open. He heard Leeba cry, “Daddy!” Sheran past
Garland, shrieking joyfully, and jumped into the peddler’ sarms.

Karis came out to stand at the top of the supperhouse steps, with her big hands tucked into her belt. The
peddler danced in the street, turning and turning with his daughter clasped to his chest, kissing her head in
rhythm with her enthusiastic outpouring of words. 1 kept asking and asking the ravens where you were,
but they wouldn't tell me. And Karisis going to make me abed out of sticks! Daddy, is Zanjadead? |
don’'t want her to be dead.”

“Meneither.”

“Kariscries.”

“Sodol. Doyou?’ Eventudly, the peddler set his daughter down. He and Karislooked at each other.
Karisturned abruptly away from hisgaze and said, “ Garland, I’ ve ordered ameal dready.”

Garland sad, “I just cameto give you these things. And to say good-bye.”

The peddler had glanced at him in some surprise. Leebaexplained, “That's Garland. He makes jam
buns”

“And | got you apresent, Leeba,” said Garland.
Karissaid quietly to him, “ At least comein and eat something, and let us settle our accounts.”

Garland had no choice then, for Leeba had grabbed him by the trouser leg and was dragging him
ingstently towards Karis, dragging her father aswell by the hand. “Come on. Y ou're so dow. | want my
present!”

The man Garland had taken for apeddler said to him, “I’'m J han.”



Garland gave anod. “Karis s husband.”
“Widll, not exactly.”

They were in the supperhouse then, and J han's pack was tucked out of the way, and Leebainssted on
gtting in hislap, while continuing to demand Garland' s present. Garland dug it out of the basket: a
brightly painted wooden lizard purchased from the same wood carver who had made the spoons and
rolling pin. Soon Leeba srabbit had come out of her pocket to make the lizard’ s acquaintance, and they
appeared to be destined to be fast friends.

Karis, even more grim and red-eyed than usual, diced and passed the bread. Garland gave her an
accounting, and laid on the table al the money that was | eft. She added more coins and pushed it back to
him. *For your work these four days.”

“Y ou've sheltered me and given me clothing.”

“Please, takeit. It can’t be easy, to be a Sainnitein thisland, without friends or family. | can dways make
more money.”

With nerveless fingers, Garland took the coins. He glanced at J han, who must have heard her words but
kept right on buttering his bread. Garland said, “Five years |’ ve been wandering, and no one’ seven
guessd. .

“Earth bloods don’t guess,” said Karis.
Tearing hisbread in half to shareit with Leeba, J han said, haf to himsdf, “We know what we know.”

In the sllence that followed, Garland, who had been poised to stand and flee, felt himsdlf grow dowly
heavier in hischair. A young man swathed in an gpron brought roasted potatoes, onions, and pork, and a
small pumpkin with aspoon init so they could scrape the flesh out of the skin. When he was gone, Karis
sad, “My mother was a Juras woman and my father a Sainnite. But no one doubtsthat I’ m Shaftai, so
why should | cdll you something else? We are no different from each other, redly.”

Jhan said, easly, “Infact, anatomically the three of usareidentica. Leeba, lizards don’t eat bread and
butter. It makesthem sick.”

Lecbasad, “Medricisa Sainnite, isn't he? Karis, when will Medric come? | want to show him my
lizard”

“Ask theravens,” Karissaid.
Lecbalooked sullen. “ The ravenswon't talk to me any more!”

J han was gazing a Karis, though, with an expression that Garland could not interpret. He seemed a
gentle man, and perhaps he knew how to help Karis. To have himin their household might be agreat
relief. And it would be easier to cook for four.

Garland cut himself a bite of the roast, which was overcooked, and ate a potato, which was bland, and
restrained himsdf from grumbling about people who call themselves cooks. But Karis, her mouth full,
said serioudy, “Y ou could have cooked thismeal ten times better.”

“Roagted potatoes should have rosemary. I’ [| make some tomorrow, and you'll see.”

“I'll build you abed tomorrow,” she answered after awhile. “I’ ve got enough nails, now.”



J han said to Leeba, “Tdl me about our new house.”

Chapter Sixteen

With ahdf dozen nails pressed between her lips, Karislooked quite menacing, but her hands covered
Gar-land' s so gently, he could scarcely fed the scratching of her rough palms as she used his handslike
intelligent tools to bend and shape the supple twig, and then hold it in position while she tacked it in place.
She had carried in the twigs through the morning’ s downpour, from the brush pile she had formed while
clearing the road. Now Karis had constructed three chairs out of the twigs, one child-sized, and had
nearly finished afourth. She had yet to bresk or split asingletwig. Leebahad made achair, too, imitating
Kariswith subgtantial help from J han. The stuffed rabbit now sat beside Leeba on its own chair. “Rabbit
isplanning,” Leebasad.

“Planning what?’ asked J han, who was methodically unloading his pack onto the kitchen table. Garland
had sanded and oiled the table that morning, and now felt asif he could roll out his pastry on it without
shame. When J han had politely asked permission before putting his pack on thetable, it had pleased
Garland immoderatdly.

“Panning important things,” Leebasaid.

J han nodded gravely. “Well, tdl your rabhbit that greet things happen through the accumulation of small
acts”

“Rabbit knows that.”
“Sometimes | forget how smart your rabbit is”

Garland took note of what had emerged from J han's pack. It was a series of miniature chests that
interlocked on top of each other. J han had the usud traveling gear aswell: rain cloak, match tin, candle
lantern. But Garland, who had met plenty of travelersin hisfive years, had never met onewho carried
furniture on his back. “What are those?’ he asked J han, as Karistook control of hishandsagain. “They

look heavy.”

“You'd be surprised how light they are. Karis made them of wood diced thin as veneer. But the contents
are awfully heavy. Thisoneis an apothecary’ s shop. Thisone amedicine chest. And thisoneasurgeon’'s
cabinet.”

Garland sad, “I thought you were a peddier.”

“That' s because I’'m trying to look like one. But—see here?’ He pulled back hishair to show Garland his
earlobe. Across the dimming kitchen, Garland could see nothing unusud, but J han explained, “A scar.
Fromthe earring. | trained at Kisha University.”

The university was gone now, long since burned to the ground by Sainnites. Karis spit out her nailsto
say, “You' d have three earrings now, if history had been different.”

Garland knew enough to know it was a compliment. It dso wasthe kindest thing Karishad said to
anyone since Garland met her. He felt obliged to ssammer out an gpology for the Sainnite destruction of



the university, but J han hushed him. “We re more interested in how to flesh out anew future on the
bones of the past,” he said. “Thereitis,” he added, and took onelast box out of his pack.

“What'sthat?’ Leebalegpt up. “A present?’
“Not apresent for you. It' sabook for Karis, from Medric.”

With her mouth in athin line, Karis finished tacking down the twig, and told Garland to take arest. He
went to the hearth to stir his pot and add more wood to the fire, then rather hesitantly asked J han if he
would pull the tooth that ached so it kept him awake at night.

“Of course,” said J han. “Or maybe | could repair it.”
“Can | watch?’ asked Leeba

But Garland felt Karis s hand on his shoulder, and turned, and she quietly said, “Hold till,” and cupped
hisjaw in her coarse, gentle hand. Just like that, Garland’ s tooth stopped hurting.

“Y ou'retaking my business” J han complained mildly.
Karisturned away from Garland. “What did Medric say?’

Garland tentatively rubbed hisjaw, then surreptitioudy stuck afinger into his mouth to probe his sore
tooth. It gave him not atwinge.

“To read the book,” J han said.

Karis made a sound, hafway between asnort and asigh. “Let’ sfinish that chair.”
But Leeba protested, “| want to know what’sin the box! Show me!”

“It sKaris s present.”

“Can| look at it, Karis?’

“I don’'t care.” Karisknelt again besde the chair.

Garland went back to help her, still probing his tooth with histongue, and thinking rather dazedly that he
had yet to discover one thing that Karis could not do.

Assaulted now by Leeba s shrill impatience, J han cut the box’ s bindings, and then spelled out for Leeba
the letterswritten on the cover. “It says, ‘Be Very Careful.” But | haven't been at dll careful, I'm afraid.”
He opened the box, and Leeba said in disgust, “It’ sabox of ashes!”

“Oh, dear. Karis, I'm afraid even you can't fix this. Bring it to her, Leeba.”

Being very careful, Leeba brought the open box to Karis, who took it from her, glanced at the bits of
burned paper that filled it to the rim, and dropped it on the floor without ever taking the nails from her
mouth. Leeba, apparently imperviousto Karis sill temper, got down on her knees, crying in excitement,
“Look, it'snot dl ashed!” She began blowing enthusiastically into the box. Thefrail remains of the printed
pages floated upward on her bregth, then, asthey landed on the floor, disintegrated into dust. Leeba' s
puffing uncovered the solid remains of the book. With the bound edge il intact, and the other edges
burned into a curve, it looked like ahaf moon. On the charred, curling edges of the leather cover, the
title, ssamped into the leather and once burnished with gold, wasfaintly visible. Once, the book had been
quite large, for eveninitsdragtically reduced sate it was big enough, and must have been aheavy weight



on J han's back.

“Can | openit?’ Leebaasked, aready reaching for the cover.

Karis, bending atwig, did not even glance a her. J han said, “Be very careful.”
“I am.”

As L eeba opened the book and turned the pages, Garland glimpsed a densely printed page, and a
carefully rendered etching of apig with al the cuts of meat marked. It was reassuringly commonplace.
L eebaturned the pages. more pigs, cows, sheep, oxen, horses. The fragile paper shattered as Leeba
turned the pages.

Karis bent, trimmed, and began to secure the twig that finished the chair. Soon, they al could St down,
though it appeared they would have nothing to deep on for another night, not even Leeba slizard, who
had been promised alizard-sized bed.

“The other book isn't burned at dl,” said Leeba. “ The baby book.”
“What?’ J han came over to look. “Well. How about that!”

Garland, hishands till holding the last twig, looked over and saw that ahole had been carved out insde
the massive volume. Tucked indgdeit lay abook so smdl that, despite the big book’ s burning, itsown
edges remained unscathed. Its red cover shone brightly, unfaded, asthough it had never seen thelight.

“Can | takeit out?’ Leebaplucked the child out of itswomb. “I can't openit! Daddy, you try.”

J han took it from her. “Maybe its pages are pasted shut. Why would someone go through so much
trouble...?”

“Karid” Leebasad. “Fixit!”

Karis spat out her nailsinto the nail bag, and set her hammer on the floor. “We' re done,” she said to
Garland. “Did Medric tel you the little book was there?” she asked J han.

“No.”

“He' sasneaky littlerat of aman,” she said.
Lecbagiggled.

Karisheld out her hand for the baby book.

Silence descended. Even Leeba, who was quiet only when she dept, stared at Karis, open-mouthed, as
Karis pressed the book between her palms. Her hands were so big, and the book so smdll, that only its
red edges could be seen. Thefire uttered a sudden pop, and spit embers across the stone hearth. Karis
opened her pams as though they were the book’ s covers, and the book opened with them: swestly,
obediently, its pages rustling like starched sheets being unfolded.

“Ohl” sghed Leeba
The way | amwith cooking, thought Garland, Karisiswith the whole world.

He glanced at J han, who sat down in one of the chairs.



Karissad in alow voice, “Earth magic had sealed thisbook.” She bent her head over the handwritten
page, seemed to read afew words, and then, abruptly, dapped the book shut. Her face looked rather

pae.
Leeba came out of her fascinated paralysis. “What isit? | want to seel”
“I think itisaletter.”

“A letter in abook?’ Leeba paused, her lively mind apparently stalled for amoment by the challenge of
deciding which of many questionsto ask. “Who wrote it?’

“Harald G deon.”
“Of course,” said J han. “Who ese?” Hewiped hiseyeson hisdeeve.
“Who'sthat?’ asked Leeba

“He was an important man, who created me and then abandoned me. Just like my father did, actudly. |
never knew him.”

Lecbacrawled into her own father’ s embrace. She had not let him out of her Sight for amoment since his
abrupt appearance the other day. Secure now, she asked, “Is the letter written to you?’

“I"'m the only one who could have opened it.” Karislooked down &t her closed palms. “But he must have
written it before he got sck—before he sent Dind to find mein Ladi.”

Garland had been dow to understand. Hearing the names of the last leaders of Shaftal spoken casudly as
part of afragmented account of Karis s history, he thought &t first that the discussion was ajoke, and
then that Karis and J han were both just alittle mad.

Then he remembered the fanatics he had served dinner to last winter, and their leader, Willis, who
believed inastory and avision of alost G’ deon.

Karishad put the little book inside her vest and was packing up her tools. In the book was a letter
written to her by thelast G’ deon of Shafta, long before hiswife Dind set out to find Karisin Laai and
Harald G’ deon lay hands on Karis and vested her with the power of Shaftal.

Karisglanced at Garland, and seemed to find the expression on his face too strange to endure. She took
up one of the chairsand carried it with her into the adjoining parlor, which did not even have afireinits
fireplace yet. She returned for acandle and |eft again, and shut the parlor door. J han said to Leeba,
“Leave Karisaone”

“I know.” Leeba settled herself more snugly into his shoulder. “ Are you going to pull Garland’ stooth
now?’

“Karisfixedit dready.”
L eeba sighed with exasperation. “ She' salways fixing thingd”

“She'sthe Lost G'deon?’ Garland said. His voice came out of histhroat harsh and strange, as though he
had swallowed a glass of spiritstoo fast.

Jhan said gently, “Doesn’t she seem lost to you?’

Garland sat down. The twig chair uttered a squeak as though it were surprised.



“She doesn’'t seem likea G’ deon to you,” said J han.

L eebawas neither talking nor wiggling, which meant she was about to fall adeep. She gazed at Garland
curioudy, though, asif she wanted to know what he thought.

Garland sad, “ She' sawaysfixing things.”
Leebagrinned a him.
Garland added, “ The Sainnites thought the G’ deon was awar leader. A man of fearsome power.”

Jhan said, “Medric, our seer, has concluded that every G’ deon has been well and truly terrified of hisor
her own power. | don’t guessthat’ sthe kind of fearsome power you mean, though.”

“I never thought of it that way.” Garland swalowed, fegling the room, the world, shift around him likea
house rebuilding itsdlf into a completely different shape. “What can she do?’

“It'shard to know, until she actudly doesit. I ve seen her do some amazing things. She putsthings
together, basically—but she could just as easily be taking them gpart. And she knowsit.”

“But shedoesn't?’

“Fortunately,” J han said, kissing his deepy daughter’ s heed, “Karisis disnclined to destruction.”

It's a strange and unpleasant sensation to know my lifeis almost over. For forty of my sixty years,
| have been thinking as a farmer does, not just of the next crop, but five, ten growing seasons into
the future, always asking myself, If I do this now, what will be the result then? But now, when |
think that way, my thinking collapses. | will not be there to repair any errors | might make now.
And it makes me afraid to think at all, afraid to take any action at all. Can | tell you this, a secret
| try to keep even from Dinal (though, really, it is hopeless)? Can | write to you as though you
were my friend? Or are you so angry with me that to tell you my secretswill only seem an insult, a
presumption, like a drunk in a tavern who whispersto you exactly how he pleasures his lover?

Despite hersdlf, Karis uttered alaugh.

Well, really, what choice have you? You can close this book and walk away, but you will
eventually read it. No ... | amguessing. | have no way to know you. | assume you will be like all
earth bloods, but how can | be certain? Perhaps your disastrous childhood in Lalali (you see, | do
know something about you) will leave you bent, lightning-struck, irreparable. Perhapsitisa
bitter, foolish, short-sighted woman who reads these words. Perhaps | have vested the power of
Shaftal in a broken container.

Here Karis did shut the book sharply, and stared into the cold fireplace, breathing hard. Faint voices
murmured in the kitchen. Rain sighed, and then pounded on tightly latched shutters. The repaired roof
held. Karis opened the book again.

But | do not think so. You see, | am afraid, and yet | am not. It istoo late for me to save you. You
will have to save yourself. But | know, or | believe, that it’s better that way. By the day you read
this book, you will be healed. You will no longer rage at me for doing to you what | am going to
do. And you will have found a companion, a fire blood, who in turn will find this book for you,
wherever Dinal hidesit, just as she would find it for me, had it been hidden for me by a G’ deon of



the past. Some things, | believe, will not change. And so | believe in you, as Rakel G’ deon believed
in me, when he threw that great weight of power into me. Like stones, it was. And then | awoke
from my faint to find him dead. Though everything and everyone may seem to fail you, Shaftal
will not, and you will be made strong.

So. | will writeto you, to a G’ deon whose name | cannot know, whose present pain and power
suddenly evidenced itself to me mere days ago. | write to you on the day that the healers informed
me that the strange weakness | feel fromtime to timeis a herald of my death. I will live a half
year, they say, maybe a bit longer, since we G’ deons can be so tenacious. (Really, we are famous
for it. But perhaps, in your time, such things will have been forgotten.) | write to you, for you and
| will never speak because, in order to protect you, | must leave you in that midden heap where
you were born. | write to you and | am not certain why. Because | pity you? Because my many,
many guilts have grown impossible to live with any longer? No, | don’t think so. | think it’s that |
love you, though you don’t even exist yet, though you are just an idea. | love you, and from your
distant difficult future, I can almost feel you looking backwards to comfort me. “ Harold” you say
to me, “I am Shaftal! All will be well! ” And that’ s the truth that rises up in me that | want to say
back to you. All will be well. | am an old man facing his death, writing a letter to a stranger. |
have no reason to lie to you. | tell you what | know even as | doubt it: All will be well.

Karisraised her eyesfrom the book and wiped her face carefully. When the tears did not stop, she lay
back her head and sat quietly, smply waiting. Tearsfell as though from someone el s’ s eyes. She kept
wiping them, as though she feared that they would fal onto the book and blur theink. Intime, they
stopped.

Dind has just come in. She was away, tending to Paladin business, and | had not sent for her,
because | have never had to send for her before. She said, “ What are you thinking, to write in the
dark? Your eyeswill fall out of your head” | had not even noticed that the sun had set. Shelit a
lamp for me, and | saw by its light that she knew. No doubt she has already talked to the healers. |
never have to tell her anything important. Always, she already knows. | say things to her anyway,
becauseit liftsthe weight. “I amdying” | said to her. “ I'mwriting a letter”

She said, “ Well, it must be an important letter.”

And then we held onto each other for a while. The wood feeds the fire. The fire transforms the
wood. That is our love. But you know this, don’t you?

Karissaid out loud, “I can't endure thisl” She closed the book, stood up, and paced the empty room,
which Garland had scrubbed clean. The candle, which she had stuck onto a projecting stone of thewall,
fluttered with her passing. Her heavy, hobnailed boots scraped the floor. The book lay on the chair seat.
Shelooked at it from across the room. Her eyes were red, her face stark. She said to it, as though
replying to itslong dead author, “Did you ever knowingly send Dinal to her death? Do you know what
that’ slike?” And then she stopped, as though she had heard the answer to her question and it was not
the answer she expected. Her angry shoulders dumped. She returned reluctantly to her chair.

Now Dinal has gone, to tell our children. Half our life together she has spent on horseback,
running my errands, while | usually remain in or near the House of Lilterwess. Half the year | am
in the gardens, weeding the carrots and cutting great armloads of flowers to decorate the dining
room tables. Y oung people coming to the House of Lilterwess for the first time to be novicesin
one or another order, bump into me in the hallway and don’t even excuse themselves. They are
too preoccupied with hoping for a glimpse of the G’ deon. There | am, in my work clothes, with my
hair untrimmed and dirt under my fingernails, carrying a big basket of cabbages to the kitchen.
Thisiswhy we don’t trust children’s judgment! When adults ook down their noses at me, those



are the people that don’t rise in their Orders. Not because | am affronted, but because they still
have the judgment of children, and need to grow up before they are given more power. Alas, there
are too many such people here lately, besotted with their own self-importance, strutting about in
their fur cloaks and whispering with Mabin about war. Where have they all come from?

Shaftal answers: they are the spawn of the Sainnites: not the children of their bodies, of course,
but the people that are created each time the Sainnites commit one of their atrocities. Anger, pain,
lust for revenge, shock and horror, that is what shapes these people. That is what shaped the
Sainnites aswell, in that land they escaped from. In turn they shape others to be like them, and
soon our land will be a land, not of Shaftali, but of Shaftali whose desire to defeat the Sainnites
has turned them into Sainnites.

You know this, my dear. Or, if you do not know it, if you yourself proved incapable of reversing
the bitter shape into which the Sainnites forced you, you do not know, and all is lost. Shaftal does
not speak to you. Or, if it does, you do not hear. You are reading thislittle book, thinking to
yourself what an ass | am, what a fool, for going about that fine house covered with dirt, when |
could be washed in milk and dressed in, oh, | don’t know, a silk-embroidered topcoat. Perhaps
you are wearing one yourself as you read this! Certainly, with the abilities you have, you could
live arich and comfortable life. Sainnites may well be bowing down before you as the Sainnites
now want us to bow to them. Oh, what are these dark thoughts!

They are the thoughts of a man who knows he must let go and trust another to do the work that
he has done so joyfully (so stubbornly, Mabin would say. So obstinately. So blindly). | admit, | am
proud of my steadfastness. But you are the child of a bitter land, aland in a future | fear, and

per haps steadfastness will be an unknown thing to you. Indeed, why should you be so strong when
no one has stood by you? | shudder to think what has already happened to you. | quail at the
thought of what has yet to happen, what | know must happen, what | dare not prevent, though
certainly I can. Oh, my dear! | am so sorry!

And so | have circled back again to the thoughts that | began with: | am afraid. | must trust, and
hope, in the land. The future no longer belongs to me, but to you. And you curse me, do you not?

Karisput her head in her hands. “No,” she murmured, after along while. “No, not any more.”

Mabin hasjust been visiting. Of course, Dinal told her the news on her way out to saddle her
horse. (My wife isan old woman! She will ride all night, like a nineteen-year-old. Her vigor isthe
benefit of loving an earth witch, she says. But | wonder what will happen to her after | die. Will
she age all at once? Will she lay down her weapons and start doting on her grandchildren, maybe
learn to sew? | cannot imagine it.) Mabin had made herself ook very grave, so | said to her with a
heartiness as false as her sorrow, “ Death is a fulfillment! A closing of the circle!” And she gave
me the look | deserved, which forced me to laugh at her. “ Come now” | said, having put her all
out of countenance. “ We have always been honest about our mutual dislike. Why are you
pretending that the news of my death makes you sad?”

Shereplied in that arid way of hers, “ | suppose | thought | might convince you to think of
Shaftal’s future’

It isso typical of her, to assume that only she is capable of genuine concern about our land’s
condition! To think that only she is disinterested, only she can see the dangers that beset us. |
wanted to say to her that the one good thing about dying was that | need not endure her
disapproval any more, but I am not entirely without diplomacy, and | held my tongue.



“Whereisthe har to Shaftal?” she asked.

How could | tell her that it’s better for my heir to remain a whorein Lalali thanit isfor her to be
twisted by the angers and power struggles of this House? (I imagine, now that the House no longer
stands—yes, this far into the future | think | can see—that it will be remembered fondly. But in
these last few years it has been a terrible, whispering place, full of plots and angry sideways looks.
And | am not particularly sorry to know it will be destroyed.) Mabin disapproves of me. How
badly will she treat you? How long would it take her to turn all her forces against you? | told her
a blatant lie, glad there were no Truthkensin the room. “ Thereis no heir.”

She looked at me, aghast. “ Are you not relieved?” | asked her. “ Doesn't it give you joy to know
that at last you will have no impediments to your military aspirations?”

It took some time for her to recover. (It iscruel and small-minded of me to torture her like this,
but she has earned her suffering.) At least she replied more honestly then. “ An army with the
power of a G’ deon behind it could not be defeated. But, without a G'deon . . . How many Paladins
are there? Seven hundred? Againgt how many thousand Sainnites?"

“Ten,” | said, to see her jump with shock. “ Or so,” | added. “ No, it will not be a pretty battle.
Good luck to you. Fight well!”

“You're doing thisto spite me!” she said. “ You will send all of Shaftal into ruin just to ruin one
woman that you hate! What kind of man are you?”

| said then, to admonish her, “ | amthe G’ deon of Shaftal” But she will not, shall not, cannot
under stand what that means. She walked out in anger. So, she is to become blatantly impolite,
now that my days are numbered! She is a grasping, power-hungry woman, but that I might forgive
if she had a little imagination. Unfortunately, all that air in her blood has left no room for thefire.
| am sorry to be bequeathing you such a enemy. For along time, | fear, her power will exceed
yours, and | have a horror of what she might do to you. Oh, my dear.

Now the healer is coming down the hall to admonish me for taking no supper, and as soon as he
sees me, sitting here with the pen in my hand, he will bid merest, aswell. Yes, here heis, saying
exactly as| predicted. | will lay down my pen for now. These healers, they are gentle enough, but
intheir heartsthey are all despots.

Karis had been laughing, and seemed to redlize it only then, as she looked up from the book as though to
give Harad privacy to deep. From the kitchen, she heard Leeba s peevish voice and the metallic clang of
aladle, banging on atin plate. Hesitantly, she smiled at these sounds.

Morning now. Visitors were crowding the hallway when | awoke, so the healer has set watchdogs
at either end of the hall, to turn visitors away. | will gladly ignore their appeals and their
anxieties. If they are so weak as to be swayed by Mabin’s panic, then they deserve to suffer the
results. How irritable | have gotten! Well, it is but my sense that my energies are failing, and that
these people would deplete them even more, snapping up my reassurances like a pack of hounds
their meat, and then baying desperately for more. Isthishow | will be remembered, as a man who
shut his doors against a frightened people? Well, what does it matter how | am remembered?

Before | began writing again, | read what | wrote last night, and | feel it hasno value. | realize
now that | have written to you, not to give you something, but to reassure myself, to make myself
believein you. | realize that | have nothing to give you—or rather, that by the time you read this,
you will long ago have been given the most precious thing | have. But you will receiveit like an
assault; you will feel asthough | have destroyed you; you may never forgive me for something



that to you will seem a random, desperate, and ill-considered act. So perhaps | do have something
elseto give you, after all; the knowledge, simply, that | am thinking of you with kindness. When
your great talent awakened in you, that was when hope awakened in me. When | realized what
you are, | wept, yes. Your body will always remember the abusesit has endured. Sainnites and
Shaftali alike may make you a pariah because of your “ tainted” blood. But to one old man, who
halfway knows you, who can only guess your future, you are a hope, a love, a calling to be
steadfast to the end. Because of you, | can let the dogs howl. My certainty in you gives my life, and
especially my death, coherence.

So | amwriting, after all, to thank you.

Thewriter had filled up the book. There was no moreto beread. Karisclosed it and sat with it held
between her hands. The house grew silent, except for the rain. The candle burned low and dripped along
strand of yellow wax down thewall. Karis stood up findly, and went to lift awindow sash, and open the
shutters. Four wretched, sodden black birds flew in, quarreling with each other, and found perches on
her chair. “That’sanew chair. Try to aim your crap on the floor,” she told them. “Poor Garland! Maybe

| should scrub the floor before he seesit. But he'll be up before me, humming to his bread dough.”

Oneof theravenssad, “He |l forgive us.”
“Give us something to est,” said another. “ The starvation season has begun.”

She went into the dark kitchen and came back with the scrap bucket. “ Garland has started saving food
for you.”

The ravens set to emptying the bucket. They made quite amess. Karis watched them, with the book out
of danger in her hands. When they were finished and settled again on the chair to preen their feathers,
one of them looked at her and said, “Well? What?’

“Tdl your brothersin the Midlandsto fly to Medric’ swindow. He' s awake, probably packing his books.
| imagine he dready knowswhat the raven will say to him, but say it anyway. Tl him to pack up the
house and come to me, with Emil and Norina Tell him we have work to do.”

Chapter Seventeen

In aditch where water and mud were chilled by their anticipation of winter, the battered woman lay
bleeding. The darkness had come al a once, and she had shut her eyesagaingt it. Thelast light of the
stumbling sun flickered out. Her outstretched hand lay limp, with the churned up ruts of the road beyond
reach.

Now the wagon came, hauled through the mud by weary horses, driven by aman who had repeatedly
been forced to get out and put a shoulder to the wagon to get its whedls unstuck. That they traveled on
thiswet day was his passenger’ sfault: that detour east to Hannisport, those three days in the dockside
fabric shops. Y et she berated him for the dow progress, the constant risk the rain posed her load of silks.
Watfield was till hours away, and soon the driver would have to light the lamps. He could hear water
running, but the ditches were aready black, their contents obscure.



The horses shied sharply. The passenger cried, “ Stop!”

A pregnant woman who had to relieve hersdlf at every turn of the road ought not to travel at al, thought
the driver. Now the wheelswould sink in and it would take more horses than he had to get them loose

again.

The woman had seen something, though: an open hand, the gray smear of aface. She picked her way
fadtidioudy through the mud, and stood looking down at the woman who lay in mud and running water
like another shadow. She looked again, to make certain that what she saw wasthere.

“What?' said thedriver wearily.

“I've never seen thelike,” said the pregnant woman. “A border woman, | think. She may be dead. But
we can't just leave her here.”

“I'll light the lantern,” the driver said. “ A border woman? There’ sno tribes around here.”

With impatient displeasure, the woman observed the mud staining her shoe. The driver came over with a
lantern. “Look how her eyeis swelling up! Someone was angry with her, that’s certain.” Helooked
around himself, worried that the border woman's attacker might still be lurking in the dark. There was
nothing in the woods but trees, though.

“Look how bloody sheis,” the pregnant woman said. “ She must be dead.”

She had made it apparent that she would not touch the woman sprawled in the ditch. Sighing, the driver
gave her the lantern, and kndlt in the mud. Seeing no buttons, he tore open the front of the border
woman’s blood-soaked tunic. He spread the edges of the wound in her breast, and said sharply, “Don’'t
look if you' re squeamish. But hold the lantern steady. No, she' snot hurt to death that | can see. Just
fainted, probably.”

The pregnant woman said, exasperated, “We Il have to take her to the next farmhouse. And she’sdll
mud! She'll wreck thesilk!”

They got her into the wagon, wrapped in ablanket to prevent her from staining anything. The horses
smdlled blood and tried to hurry away, but the smell followed them. The driver peered anxioudy into
shadows. The passenger kept a sharp eye out for the lights of afarmstead, but perhaps the winter
shutters were aready closed everywhere, for the darknesswas unrelieved even by stars. Shefinally said
infrudgration, “We'll take her to Watfield, then. My wife will know what to do with her.” Then she sat
glumly tapping her foot, wishing she had not noticed that hand reaching toward her out of the darkness.
Or that she had looked away.

Chapter Eighteen

The note, written in Shaftalese, remained obscure even after Gilly read it out loud to Clement: “Please
vist asquickly asyou can. You will not regret it.” The note was signed, not by Alrin, but by Marga.

“Youlook flabbergasted,” Gilly said, clearly enjoying the sght.



“Cometo Alrin’shouse with me,” said Clement.

“What for?1t' sraining!”

“It' sdinnertime, isn't it? Or teatime?’ Clement raised her eyebrows at him.
“Of courseI’ll gowithyou,” he said hadtily.

She sent an aide to put together an escort and sent another with an explanatory message to Cadmar.

That day they had gotten more bad news about a nasty attack on tax-collecting soldiersin the
east—some ten from the same garrison, al hunted down and daughtered, one by one. Now Cadmar was
working off abad temper in the training ring, which was fortunate. Given hisfoul mood, he dmost
certainly would forbid both of them to go anywhere,

But the people of Watfield had findly gotten distracted from their pot-banging by the urgency of autumn
work, and Clement’ singtinctstold her it was reasonably safe for her to go out on the streets. “Y ou just
want me aong to keep you out of that woman’sbed,” grumbled Gilly.

“I dofed likel’d do dmost anything for clean sheets,” Clement replied.

Getting Gilly onto his horse was a painful process, but he looked around himsalf with lively curiosity as,
surrounded by soldiers, they rode out the gate and into the city. “What are dl these people doing in
town?It'spouring ran!”

Even as he spoke, the sky opened up with adeluge, and so did hundreds of umbrellas: strange, heavy
contraptions of wooden spines and waxed leather that spooked the horses. The farmersthat crammed
the main road were so intent on business that they hardly looked twice at the company of soldiers
pushing through the crowd. Parcel-laden adolescents followed their eders dutifully in and out of shops,
and frequently paused to look around for familiar faces and to loudly greet the friends they were able to
gpot on the far end of the street, or even across the square.

Gilly pulled the hood of hisoilskin cape over his head, muttering, “ An umbrelawould be afine thing.”
“Y our horsewould have afit,” said Clement.
“Not thishorse.”

The short journey was lengthened by the crowds, and Clement’ s trousers were soaked through by the
time they reached the quiet Sde street, and the respectable townhouse where summer flowers till bravely
bloomed at elther Side of the front steps. The curtains al were drawn, but Clement saw light glimmer in
the parlor window, and it was only amoment’ swait for Margato open the door. She looked beyond
Gilly and Clement at the soldiers and horses standing miserably in the road. “Y ou can bring them into the
kitchen to dry out and have abit of cake,” she said.

Clement called an order to the sergeant, who did not conced his pleasure. She said to Marga as she and
Gilly stepped in the door, “Thisis Gilly, the generd’ s secretary. Why have you asked me here?’

“I"d like you to meet my brother,” Margasaid. “He sinthe parlor. I'll leave you aone, if you don’t mind
helping yoursdf to tea.” Her words were polite enough, but her tone suggested she had no intention of
going anywhere near the parlor no matter what Clement said.

“Mest her brother?’ said Gilly doubtfully, in Shaftaese.

“Cake,” said Clement, handing over her wet cape for Margato hang up in the hall.



“Oh, cake,” said Gilly sarcadticdly as he followed her toward the parlor. “Well, if he swaiting in thereto
shoot you, at least you' Il shield me from injury. And maybe’ [l have time while he' srel oading to shout
that I'm ahelpless cripple. And maybe he'll dice me apiece of cake.”

Clement stepped through the door with her hand on her saber. The emaciated man who huddled
miserably by the firelooked up at her entry, but certainly seemed unlikely to attack her.

“| cantdl you what you want to know,” he said. “But first | want my Davi back.”

He sat slent while Clement got Gilly settled in acomfortable chair. It had been along time, Clement
judged, since Gilly had even been able to sit in comfort—somehow, she must get him an upholstered
chair. She brought him a steaming cup of teaand agreat dice of the splendid cake that had been sitting
untouched on the Sdetable. “What are you trying to do to me?’” Gilly moaned.

“Eat dowly,” Clement said. “Or I'll make you eat another piece. WEe ve got to stay here long enough for
al those soldiersin the kitchen to get their bit of cake.”

She turned to the miserable man by the fire and asked if she could serve him some tea. He looked
gartled, and then disgusted. Nearly five months had passed since Clement took his daughter from his
arms, but the sight of the tough old woman at the garrison gates with the child’ s name wrapped around
her chest had reminded Clement of that family nearly every day. She particularly remembered the way
this man had tried to soothe his screaming daughter’ sterror.

She said, “You want your girl back before you'll talk to me? What exactly have you got that makes you
think you can make such abargain?’

The man turned to face her then. He had looked terribly ill five months ago; now he looked half dead.
“One of my husbands wasin the garrison that night it was burned down,” he said. “ And then he ran with
those people for afew months. All over the land he went, having what he said were adventures. Then he
was hurt and they brought him home to recover, but he died. | can’t do farmwork any more, so | took
care of him. He told me some things—he wouldn’t have, but he wasn't in his right mind towards the end.
When I've got Davi back, I'll tell you what he told me—all of it.”

“I"'m not setting out to fetch your girl until I know what it isyou know,” said Clement impatiently.

He sad, “Kill meif you want. I'm dying anyway. When | told my family they couldn’t sop mefrom
coming to you, they abandoned the farm. They figured you' d come after them, | guess, to try to force me
to talk. Now there' s nothing you can do to me, nothing you can kill that isn't dead aready. Do what you
want.” Histone wasflat, bitter, and utterly without hope. He sagged wearily in hischair.

“Friend,” said Gilly, with hismouth full of cake, “1 suggest you givethe lieutenant-genera alittle more
than that. She' s got to commit awhole company of soldiersto afoul-weather journey, and she’ stoo
good acommander to do that for nothing but a vague hope. Give her an idea of what you know, anyway.
Y ou can do that, can’t you?’

The farmer, gpparently roused out of hislethargy by the sight of Gilly’sremarkable ugliness, gavehima
frankly puzzled look. He wanted to ask Gilly something. It would have been arude question, something
like what are you, prompted as much by how Gilly spoke asit was by how he looked. But the farmer
apparently could not bring himself to be so rude.



Clement sat down, and crossed her legs, and endeavored to look asif sheredly didn’t care about the
outcome of this conversation. She sipped her tea.

Eventudly, the farmer turned to her. “ This group that calsitsdf Death-and-Life, they want to do
something that will rouse dl of Shaftd to join them. Then they figure they can exterminate al of you by
spring. | know what that thing isthat they’ re going to do. | know when, and | know where.”

Clement set down her teacup. “I1t' samost winter already.”
“Itis” thefarmer said indifferently. “Maybe you'’ d better sop wasting your time.”

Shelooked at Gilly. He wasrapidly, regretfully, esting the remainder of his cake. “How will | recognize
Davi?’ Clement asked thefarmer. “And how do | contact you when | have her? Through Marga?’

Asthey discussed the details, Clement cut another dice, wrapped it in her handkerchief—thefirst clean
one she' d had in dmost haf ayear—and put the cake carefully in her pocket to give Gilly later. “It will
be some time before you hear from me,” shetold the farmer. “Fifteen, twenty days.” Because shewas
unhappy to know that an entire farmstead had emptied itsdf for fear of her, she wanted to add coldly that
theirs had been an absurd overreaction. But even now she was reconsidering her decison to let the
farmer go unmolested, wondering if after al it might be better to hand him over to the torturers. Perhaps,
shethought, hisfamily had been wise after dl.

Shelay acoin on the sidetable for Margato find, and left the parlor with Gilly sighing sadly at her elbow.

In the kitchen, the dozen soldiers stood or squatted around the hearth, with pieces of cakein their hands,
not eating, not bickering with each other, but listening raptly to awoman who sat on astool at thetable,
with abowl of beans at her elbow. She wastdling them astory, in Sainnese,

Some of the soldiers glanced at Clement pleadingly, asking her not to interrupt, so Clement let Gilly in
and closed the door behind them. Marga silently offered Gilly her stool, but he gestured that he could
continue to lean on his cane. The storytdler, without pausing or seeming to notice the new arrivals,
continued to weave her tale, which had to do with an arrogant man, amagicd forest, and aviciouswild
pig. Having arrived asthe tde wasfinished, Clement could not follow itsimport, but the Soryteller was
an extraordinary sight. Though she was dressed in aplain servant’ s outfit, and covered to the kneewith a
stained apron, her dark, angular face could not be disguised as ordinary. She had black hair, black eyes,
skin of such deep brown it would disappear into shadows, aface that was all hollows and jutting angles.
She had seen some action recently, for that face was marred with fading bruises.

Her tale wasfinished. The soldiers uttered sighs like children when the show is over, and only then
remembered their uneaten cakes. The storytdler, though, seemed to be waiting for something. Some of
the soldiers gave another one anudge, and he cleared histhroat and told a soldier’ stale that Clement had
heard many times before, usualy told better. When he was finished, though, the Soryteller gave abow,
as though to thank him, and her hands, which had been gesturing to illustrate her tae, returned to the
drudge swork of shelling beans.

The soldiers stuffed their cake in their mouths and reached for the rain capes that were drying on hooks
by thefire. But they paused and glanced at each other hopefully when Gilly grated in hisunlovely voice,
“I’ve never heard that tale before. Might | trouble you to tell another?’

Thewoman said, “| am agatherer of Sories, and | will trade with anyone, story for story.”



Gilly seemed nonplused, but one of the soldiers said, “ Inesswill make the trade for you, Sir. Inessknows
lots of tales”

“Wel,” sad Gilly, “Perhaps | will accept that stool after dl.” He perched on Marga s stool with hishands
resting on his cane. Clement, standing beside him, leaned down so he could explain himself. He
whispered, “Winter entertainment.”

Then the kitchen door opened and Alrin, dressed in gorgeous silk, bustled in. She stopped short in
surprise a the crowd. The storyteller leaned towards Gilly, asthough to directly addresshim. “I will tell
you atae of apeople who live on the sea, whose harbor is called Dreadful because so many boats have
been wrecked going in and out of its narrow entrance. Within the harbor, though, the water istill as
glass, and the boats must be rowed because no breath of wind ever stirsthere. The people walk from
boat to boat to go visting and never set foot on land at all, except tofill their water barrels. A woman of
these people was so ugly that no one could bear to look at her, and she lived by hersalf without even dog
or cat for company. No one would fish with her, either. So no one could explain how she came home,
day after day, with her hold full of newly caught fish.”

Clement had heard Alrin take in her breath, and looked at her in time to see her glance with horror a
Gilly, and then open her mouth as though to stop the story. But Gilly’ s ugly face was decorated with a
delighted smile. Clement whispered to Alrin, “Leaveit be.”

The gorytdler’ stade dowly, quietly, became hilarious. Shetold of the various, increasingly absurd ways
that the fisherwoman’ skin-folk, jealous of the ugly woman's wed th and success, tried to trick her into
revealing her fishing secret. Then, they began to offer bribes, and findly offered her the one thing she did
not have, and could not get for hersdf: aloving husband. But first she demanded that her potential
husband prove hislove (here the tale became as sdlacious as any soldier might wish) and, to hissurprise,
the potentia husband managed to do this. And 0, in the end, it was reveded that the ugly woman was
gticking her face into the water, and the fish, fleeing the sight, were swimming directly into her nets.

The kitchen had echoed with laughter, and even Alrin wiped her eyes and exclaimed, “Wel! Who would
have thought!”

Iness, the soldier, told hisown tale, but with a certain self-deprecating air, for he was a mere amateur and
Alrin’sservant clearly was amader.

In the crush of the hallway, as the soldiers wrapped themselvesin capes and pressed out the narrow
door, Gilly, Alrin, and Clement were trapped together into acorner. Alrin said rather anxioudy, “I had no
idea she spoke Sainnese. Or that she was astoryteller. She' sjust atribal woman who' d been set upon ...
| found her by the roadside.”

Gilly said, “What is her name?’
Alrin hesitated. “1 don’t know. She seems abit addled.”

“Redlly! But shetdllsagood tae. Perhapswe might hire her to tell talesin the garrison on theselong
winter nights.”

Out in therain again, once Gilly had been hoisted into the saddle and had wrapped himsdlf thoroughly
againgt thewet, he said ironicaly, “Now what do you suppose got your courtesan so flustered, eh?1’d
have thought she' d have nerves steady asmy horse's”

“Perhaps she feared the servant’ s tale had offended you. People are dways assuming you to be
short-tempered.”



“Likethat ugly woman' sfish, they fleemy ugly face! Hal” He chuckled to himself dl theway to the
garrison.

Chapter Nineteen

It was snowing: alight snow, like powered sugar sifting down from the shimmering dawn sky. It glittered,
casting adazzling haze like dust, or mist. Shivering and deepy, Garland picked up the milk can that Karis
had hauled up the mountain the night before and left out on the porch dl night, and felt that its contents
were frozen solid. The four ravens muttered restlesdy on the protected perches Karis had built for them,
then one came flapping out and asked, “Will you feed us?’

“Be patient. I'm baking you some cornbread.”

Theraven flew up to therailing. “Here, here, here, here, herel” he called. Black shadows flapped in the
shimmering mist of snow, and three more ravenslanded on therail in anicy spray of dush. So many
ravens! Garland stepped backwards into Karis, who was just coming out the door with her head buried
in an enormous knitted jerkin.

Her touded, deep-flushed face emerged. Her eyes, which had been stark, now glittered at him with
something resembling humor. “Y ou don’'t have to cook breakfast for the birds.”

“But they’ re people.”
“Created people? They’re so dike, even | can't tell them apart.”
“They tak,” Garland said. “ So they’re people.”

Karisjammed a cap onto her head, pulled on a sheepskin jerkin, and took some heavy knitted gloves out
of the pocket. “Well, you'll dso have ten human people for bregkfast. Six of them have been on the road
al night, running before the ssorm. They're at the foot of the mountain now, with three heavy wagons and
alot of exhausted horses, and avery dippery road ahead of them. Raven, go tell them | am coming to
hdp.”

The raven that had asked about breskfast legpt off the railing into the snow.

“Will you take these three raven-people insde to get dry?’ Karis said to Garland. Shelooked ruefully at
the moth holesin her gloves which left large portions of her fingers exposed. “1 hope they brought the rest
of my clothes.”

AsKaris sat forth after the bird, into the snow, Garland offered his arm to the nearest sodden raven. “I’ll
takeyou into st by thefire”

The raven stepped from therailing to hisforearm, and thanked him politely.

The day after Karis had finished the beds, she had made mortar out of sand and daked lime, and with



scavenged bricks had built into the kitchen chimney the sweetest oven Garland had ever baked apiein.
By the time harnesses could be heard jingling in the yard, two pans of cornbread were cooling for the
ravens, and the oven was full again, thistime with eight loaves of bread that puffed up in the heat quite
satisfactorily. Applesauce bubbled in the pot on thefire, and a pan of pork sausages kept warm on the
hearth. Garland heard the front door open, and swung the teakettle over the hot part of thefire. He did
not have enough plates or cupsto go around, but few travelers show up without their own tableware.

A cold draft washed in, and Garland heard the grunts and curses of weary people moving heavy objects.
A dim young man came blundering down the hal to the kitchen doorway, where he paused vagudly,
blinking snow from his lashes and polishing his spectacles on the front of hisrather dirty shirt. “I’'madl
snow,” he complained. “ There you are,” he added, as he perched his ill-dirty spectacles on his nose.
“My brother!” He clasped Garland’ s hand in his own very cold one. “ So happy to meet you!” hesaid in
Sainnese. “I get so londy for my own language, don’'t you? Even though | don’t miss those bloody,
boring soldiersthe dightest bit.”

Apparently obliviousto Garland’ s stunned surprise, he unpeded from himself severa layers of dripping
jerking, ill talking.

“That’smy booksthey’ re swearing at. The damned things are no end of trouble. And of course, they're
going al theway up to the atic.” The young man paused to peer closely at Garland through his smeared
lenses. “Thank you for feeding her.”

“Areyou Medric?’

“For feeding Zanja,” said the very peculiar young man.
“The onewho'sdead?’ Garland felt quite bewildered now.
“In thewoods, late in the summer. A rabbit stew.”

Garland remembered a silent, remarkable, solitary, well-armed woman who had walked through the
pathless woods as though she had been traveling there since the beginning of time. She had not been of
Shaftal; she had, it seemed to him, not even been of that world. Wholly preoccupied with some massive
mystery, she seemed to scarcely notice Garland. But when, along with the stew, Garland had cooked
pan bread for her, with wild herbsin it, she had come out of her preoccupation to say to him, “Thisisthe
best meal | ever tasted.”

“It wasn't just arabbit stew. Therewasbread . . .”

“Wadll, | don't know all the particulars.”

“That was Karis swife?’

“Her tormentor,” said Medric. “Her champion. Her poet. Her captive.”

It appeared he could indefinitely continue with this contradictory list, but he was distracted by the arriva
of two more people: agray man, who looked like the breath had been knocked out of him, supported by
the mogt terrifying woman Garland had ever set eyeson.

Medric hurried to grab both the man’s handsin his. “What happened?’

The frightening woman, having settled the gray man on astool, said, “ They dropped abox of books. He
tried to catch it, of course.”



“You can't bekilled by the books! After all you’ ve done for them!”
The gray man, despite his obvious pain, managed to laugh.
“Maybe we d better find J han,” said the woman.

With aworried glance a the baking bread, Garland fled the kitchen in apanic. In the hall, extremey
muscular people, Karis among them, were heaving crates towards the airs. In the back bedroom,
Garland found J han, already awakened by the racket and mostly dressed. “ Thereé saman in the kitchen
who' s having trouble breathing,” Garland said.

“Bring that box, will you?" J han sprinted down the hall in his stocking feet.

Leebadept in her little twig bed, with the lizard nearby in his own bed, and the rabbit smothered under a
blanket, with only atorn, cotton-leaking foot showing. Garland shut the door quietly: thelonger Leeba
was not underfoot, the better.

“Get out the foxglove—it' slabeled,” said J han, the moment Garland entered the kitchen. “Emiil, lie down
on thefloor so your heart won't have to work as hard. Isthat water heating on the fire?”

“Thepanispassing,” sad the gray man.
“Sorrow iskilling you,” grumbled J han. “For that | have no cure.”
Garland said, “J han, | can’'t read.”

Theterrifying woman turned her gaze on him. Garland set J han' s chest of medicines rather hastily on the
table, and tried to think of an excuseto run out of the room again. Was the cornbread cool enough to
feed to the ravens?

Medric opened the box, and plucked out one of the tin canisters, and showed Garland the handwritten
labdl. “Foxglove,” heread. “Poison. Say, isn't it time that Leebalearn her |etters?” He added to Garland
in Sainnese, “ Take deep breaths, brother. 1t will pass.”

Theterrifying woman said in acool voice that dashed Garland' searslike arazor, “1 am Norina
Truthken. Who are you?’

Medric clasped Garland’ shand. “Thetruth,” he prompted him. His hand was till cold from the snow,
and soft, ascholar’ shand, but there was a strength in it, too.

“Garland. A Sainnite. A cook.”
Theterrifying woman said, “1'll stay out of your kitchen.”
“What?’

The woman laid ahand on J han’ s shoulder and the hedler, shockingly, pressed his cheek againgt it. And
then she went out, and even from the back seemed dangerous. As soon as the door was closed,
Garland’ s panic fled.

“She has astrong effect on people,” said J han. “But | guesswe ve dl gotten immunetoit.”

Medric brought J han the canister, but J han waved him away. The gray man raised aface as gaunt and
stark as Karis had looked when Garland first met her. But there was a kindnessin him, and Garland
immediately began to think of what to feed him. Tea, he thought. This man needstea, and alot of good,



hot bread, perhaps an entire loaf. Then some redl food. “ Surdly that pot’ s about to boil,” he said, and
opened theteatin.

The gray man said, “Ah, Medric, my dear, once again you wereright.”
“Emil,” said Medric reprovingly, “I’'m dwaysright.”
“Right about what?" asked J han, hisfingers still pressed to the pulsein Emil’swrist.

“ About Garland. Medric dreamed him into our kitchen.”

All eight loaves of bread were eaten, and Garland aso cooked two more pans of sausage before the
cold-sharpened appetites were satisfied. Karis, carrying a sausage that was wrapped in athick dice of
bread, had gone down the mountain again, thistime to fetch grain and hay from adistant farm for the
exhausted draft horses. By the time she returned, the three drivers had falen adeep by the parlor fire.
Leebahad awakened to gt in Emil’ slap for awhile, as he recounted the highlights of their journey. Then
she had played with Medric, agame that seemed to have no clear rules and involved agreat ded of
running around. Garland had started more bread dough and a pot of beans, and wasrolling out the crust
for ameat piewhen Karisfinaly camein. |ce shattered from her jerkin as she pulled it off to hang near
the hearth. Her moth-eaten gloves must have dissolved, for her unprotected hands were white with cold.
Garland gave her a cup of hot teato hold.

No one spoke. Norina and J han appeared from the bedroom where they had been unpacking a crate,
but Norinaleaned on the door frame and did not come into the kitchen. Emil rested in atwig chair
brought in from the parlor, hisface pae with exhaustion, though he had turned down Garland' s offer of
hisown bed. All of them had been waiting for Karis, but now that she was here no one spoke. After she
had drunk her tea, Garland gave her the haf loaf of bread and the sausages that he had hidden away for
her, and she uttered asigh of gratitude. Garland said, “Y ou’ ve done three days  work this morning, and
no doubt you' Il spend the afternoon making chairs and beds.” For these travelers, despite their
extraordinary quantity of baggage, had not transported astick of furniture with them. Karis said, “Well,
carpentry is easy work. Wood isso willing.” Garland pulled up astoal to the table, and gave her the
butter and the butter knife.

She sat down and buttered her bread with intense concentration as everyone, even Norina, lounging in
the doorway, watched her. Garland had given Leeba some pastry dough and the rolling pin and it
appeared that her poor lizard was becoming alizard pie.

“But there sother work,” Karis said, mouth full. “Like hedling Emil’s—" she glanced inquiringly at J han.
“Heart,” hesaid.

Emil sad, “I do not ask for heding. What | need isyour forgiveness.”

Karis set down her bread. “ Y ou' |l accept both,” she said, “or you'll get neither.”

Emil sad flatly, “Karis, | don't forgive mysdf.”

With the small knife that usualy dangled, ong with anumber of other smdl tools, from her belt, Karis
had speared a sausage. But she eyed the sausage without interest, put it back on her plate, then stood up
and went to Emil, and, with an abrupt, heavy movement knelt at hisfest.



Helooked at her blankly. She lowered her head to rest on hisknee. His hand lifted as of its own will, to
stroke the wild tangle of her hair. She said, her voice muffled, “ Did Zanjathink | wanted her dead?
Because | did not stop her?’

Norinasaid from the doorway, “What did you hope she would think?’
Karisraised her head. “That | wastrying to be worthy, maybe.”

She sat back on her hedls. Garland could see only the back of Karis s head, her exceptionaly square
shoulders, her arms at her Sdeswith her hands apparently resting on her thighs. But whatever Emil saw in
her face brought the life back into his. “Y ou let her go?" he said, amazed. “Karis? You let her go?’

“Not very gracefully.” Norina stone was cool, but when Karis glanced at her, Garland thought he
understood alittle of how rare and difficult—and satisfying—it might be to win a Truthken’ s gpprova.

“You knew?’ cried Medric a Norina, outraged. “ Y ou let usthink Kariswas angry? And you knew dl
aong that shewas—"

“—merely devastated,” Norinasaid.
Karissaid quietly, “You know | loved her. And | let her die. What kind of person would do that?’

Garland, attempting to fill the pie crust with meat and vegetables without looking at his hands, saw aquiet
descend on dl of them.

“A remarkable person might,” Emil answered Karisfindly. “A G’ deon might.” He brought his hands up
and began undoing the polished horn buttons of his heavy shirt. “Let me serveyou alittle longer, Karis.”

She sad harshly, “How much longer do you think you can endure it?’
“Aslong asit’sinteresting,” suggested Medric.

“Aslong as Shaftd requiresit,” said J han.

“Aslong as you can endureit,” Emil said to Karis, smiling now.

“A very long timethen,” said Norinadryly. They al looked at her, and she added, “Wédll, look at the
evidence! She can endure anything, for any length of time.”

Emil’ s unbuttoned shirt revealed that he had experienced his share of violence, and that he was fortunate
for the armor of hisribs, which had turned aside more than one Sainnite saber. Karis put her hand to his
scarred chest. Leeba, apparently not as oblivious as she had seemed, abandoned her rolling pinto runto
Emil and lean on hisknee. “Isyour heart broken? Doesit hurt?’

He put an arm around her. “Y es, dear one.”

“Kariswill fix it,” she declared.

“It' sfixed,” said Karis, Sitting back.

“Our child isgrowing up in some very strange circumstances,” said j” han worriedly.

Karisgot heavily to her feet, and scooped Leebaup. “Arewe having lizard pie for supper? That'sa
vay rare dish, ign't it, Garland?’



“Extremely,” he said. “Fortunately, for those of uswho haven't acquired ataste for lizard we have a
more commonplace sort of pie aso. But you,” he added, “ should eat your breskfast, or you'll never get

any pie”

“He svery bossy, don't you think?” said Karisto Leeba But she set her giggling daughter down, and
made quick work of the bread and sausage that she had before been unable to eat. Now maybe she
findly would be adle to gain some weight, Garland thought. As he was putting his mest piein the oven
and helping Leebato put her lizard piein aswell—into the other oven, which was not very hot— it
occurred to him that the most important people in Shaftal were gathered here in hiskitchen.

He turned around and looked at them: sturdy J han, who had brought Norinaa cup of teaand was
leaning companionably againgt the opposite doorjamb as she sipped it; Medric, who had somehow
gotten into the chair with Emil, done up his buttonsfor him, and kissed him a couple of timeswith
unrestrained affection; Karis, uncombed and unkempt, looking a bit unhappy that she had eaten dl there
wasto eat, glancing up now at the two unlikely couples with the stunned sorrow of the newly widowed.

“How about an apple or two,” Garland suggested.
Shelooked at him, and he feared she might complain again about his pushiness. “Two,” she said.

When he came out of the store room shining the gpples on his apron. She said, “Well, now you have an
ideaof what you' ve gotten yoursdlf into.”

“I"ve gotten mysdlf into akitchen,” he said, endeavoring to sound asif the rest of it was of no importance
tohim.

The Truthken in the doorway uttered a snort. Startled, he looked at her—he had almost forgotten her
intimidating presence. Had he said an untruth? Perhaps he had.

Medric said, “What did you think of the book, Karis? The Encyclopedia of Livestock!” Hewas
grinning like amadmean.

“It was Zanjawho found it, wasn't it?’
“Shedidn’'t exactly know what she had found.”

Karishit into an apple and held it in her teeth so her hand was free to take the little book out of her vest.
She handed it to Medric, took the apple out of her mouth, and said with her mouth full, “There san old
man init, with abasket full of cabbages.”

“Oh, now at last I'll dream of him!” Medric began leafing eagerly through the book.
“I foundit,” Leebasaid belatedly. “ The baby book—I found it insdethe big one.”

Emil had looked puzzled, but only for amoment. With one finger he stopped Medric’ s enthusiastic page
turning. “Mabin,” he said, and read for awhile. Then, he uttered a sharp laugh. He looked up and
explained to Norina, “Hardd wroteit. To Karis.”

“Ah,” shesad. “ A misunderstood man attemptsto explain himsdlf to hisgreatest victim. | dways
wondered why he hadn’t.”

Karissad, “Victim?’

“Things do change quickly,” said Norina. “ Sometimesit’ s difficult to keep track of what' sactualy true.



Karis, | know something that will surpriseyou.”

Karis sat down on the stool, with an applein each hand, and looked at her. The men in the chair looked
up smultaneoudy from reading, like Sartled birds.

Norinasad, “Zanjand Tawenisn't actudly dead.”

There was a shocked silence.

“Physcaly—" began Emil.

“Metaphorically—" Medric Sarted.

They both fell slent asKarissaid in her hoarse, hushed voice, “Nori, what did you do?’
“There were some deceptions,” the Truthken said.

Medric shut the little book. “ Gods of bloody hell!”

Emil said in ashocked voice, “Withmy ownhand . . . !”

“| saw her diel” said Medric.

“Hrelogic,” said Norinadismissvdly.

Obvioudy untroubled by the outraged chorus, she gazed steadily at Karis. Karissaid in her strained, raw
voice, “You are the most underhanded, disagreeable, uncanny, hard-hearted person in the world.”

“Do you know thisfor afact?’ said Norinacurioudy.

“Youmight beloyd, ds0,” sad Karisgrudgingly.

“Theseidiatic fire bloods, they know I’'m sworn to serve you. Y ou only—not their insane visons.”
“| take offensel”

Norinaglanced at Medric, and he lapsed into arestless muttering that struck Garland as akind of
play-acting. The odd man might actudly have been amazed rather than angry—and if he was, then
Norina s expression of faint amusement made akind of sense. But not one word in this obscure
conversation seemed sensible to Garland, and these people, who had seemed so kind to each other, so
remarkable, now seemed only very strange. The strangest thing of al wastheir apparent ability to
understand each other.

Norinawas't even looking at Garland directly. But she gpparently knew his thoughts anyway and said,
“Master cook, we' ve learned to cooperate with and tolerate each other, so now we' re surprised to
remember that our logics are incompatible. Y ou understand, the € ements shape how we think? They dso
determine what we can see. Air logic enabled me to see something that Zanja, Medric, and Emil could

“Y ou might have seen something,” Medric burgt out, “But you had no vision.”
“Oh, no,” said Norinacoolly. “Zanjathinks she’ s dead.”

Norina stopped, for J han had sharply kicked her foot. She glanced at him, then glanced at Leeba, who
was raptly watching the action in the oven. Norina continued, rather obscurely, “ So whatever you fire



bloods thought to accomplish by doing what you did can still be accomplished.”
“Madam Truthken!” said Karisfiercdy. “What did you do?’

J han held up ahand to silence them, and went to squat by the oven with Leeba. He began talking with
her about fire, lizards, and pies. Norina began to speak. She gave aquiet, precise, detailed, emotionless
account of Zanja' s degth. J han and Leeba sang together a child's song about the odd things that might
be baked in apie. They made up averse about lizards. Norina concluded, “ So Zanjathinks she' s dead,
just as you thought she was dead. But those who deceive themselves, as she did, always know the actual
truth, though often they do not know they know it, unless someone saysit to them.”

Medric muttered, “And | thought | was obscure.”

Karis had covered her face. Garland thought he might see tears when her big hands lowered, but instead
he saw something he did not expect: impatience. “ Can we get her back?’ she said. Then, more sharply,
“Master seer! Isit possible?’

Medric said, “It' sextremely unlikely. Don't cal methat.”

Karis clenched her big hands, fingersinterlocked. Fascinated, Garland watched her biceps swell. “How
dowemakeit certain?

“Ow!” Medric had been upset from his cozy berth and dumped summarily to the floor.

The gray man, who had comein seeming so frail, was on hisfeet, facing Karis, saying asferocioudy as
she, “ Send your ravens, then! Tell her that her death was afarce! Bring her back to the certainty of a
world in which changeisimpossblel”

Therewas aslence. Karis unclenched her hands. “No, | think not,” she said.

Emil said, more gently, “If you didn’t fail her when you werein despair, perhaps you won't betray her out
of hope ether.”

“I need to do nothing?’ she said unhappily. “Even more?’
Emil took two stepsto her, and clasped her big handsin his. “With dl your heart,” he said earnestly.
“How much longer?’ she said desperately.

“Until Long Night,” said Medric, still sprawled on thefloor. He sat up then, looking as surprised as Karis
did. “Long Night?| have to write abook by then!”

Emil turned to him, gtill dasping Karis shands. “Better make it apamphlet,” he said.

Chapter Twenty

Two daysinto the six-day journey to the children’ s garrison, thefirst snow fell: heavy, wet flakes that
turned the roads again into quagmires, and forced Clement and her mounted escort of seven to spend a
day and anight holed up in an abandoned barn. On the seventh day, when Clement should have dready



reached her degtination and begun the journey home, it snowed again: real snow thistime. The soldiers
cursed, the horses ssumbled and did; in thetiny village that was the only settlement they could find, the
people sullenly vacated an entire house for the soldiers, stabled their horses with the cows and sheep,
and showed up at the door with placating offerings of cooked food.

In the cozy room she had commandeered, Clement cracked open a shutter and observed the villagers
bel ow, who went watchfully about their business as the snow continued to steadily fall. At thisrate, it
would soon be knee deep. She had been afooal for relying upon the reprieve in westher that usualy
comes between autumn mud and winter snow. Now, she was stranded, with eight horses too vauable to
abandon. She watched angrily, envioudy, asavillager strode briskly across the snow in snow shoes,
pulling adedge laden with firewood, atop which perched alaughing young child in ared coat.

And we sneer at them for going afoot, thought Clement. How hard is it to learn the virtues of
traveling light? Apparently, too hard for us.

That poor village was the |last before the wilderness. The road petered down to amere path,
snow-veiled, invisible except for blazes on the trees. Horses and dismounted soldiers aike went
floundering through the woods. The sun appeared for afew hours and the snow began to melt, which
increased the journey’ s misery. After sunset the snowmet frozeto ice, and the wind picked up. Eyes
burning, tears freezing, Clement hoarsely reassured her company that there was a shdlter.

But when the soldiers at the head of the line shouted back that they had found it, Clement’ srelief was
short-lived. The shelter had an unmended roof, walls of rough-sawn planks with airy gaps between them,
and acircle of stonesfor ahearth, with aholein the roof above, that had alowed this hearth to befilled
up with snow. For the horses there was corn and hay—that was arelief—but in place of firewood there
was a half-barrdl of cider. Whoever ran the supplies up and down the mountain during the warm season
had apparently vaued some comforts over others.

They got what warmth could be had from huddling together as the wind whistled through every knot and
crack. They atetheir rations cold, and Clement, to much approbation, alowed them each two cups of
surprisingly potent ice-cold cider. Later, afew degpers snored, but most of them sat awake like her, too
cold to deep, drearily awaiting dawn.

They spent the next day in abitter, steep climb, up a path that the wind had now blocked with snow
drifts. The soldiers cursed whenever they had bregth to spare; the weary horses sometimes balked and
had to be dragged or beaten. The sun used the snow as areflector to blind them.

“Isthat it?" someone asked.

Watery-eyed, Clement stared up through a haze of light. There, at the top of the mountain, at the end of
the path, in splendid isolation, stood the children’ s garrison.

Someone, ahazy shadow, took anoisy sniff. “Woodsmoke!”

The company uttered aragged cheer, and even the horses blundered forward with somewhat more



enthusiasm. In the shadow of the building now, Clement’ s scoured eyes could see more clearly, but the
building till looked very strange. What had the sun done to her eyes? She rubbed them, and |ooked
again. “Thebloody thing isround! | thought | waslosng my mind!”

It redlly was no garrison at all. A fortress, maybe, with narrow, out-of-reach windows and an unfriendly,
arched entrance big enough for asmall wagon to pass through, but barred quite decisively by a
padlocked iron gate, through which the snow had drifted.

Clement peered between the bars. The dim passageway plunged into silent darkness. “ Oh, hell,” said one
of the exhausted soldiers who crowded up around her to take alook. “ There' s no one here.”

“Quiet asatomb,” said another gloomily.
“Not for long,” said Clement. She reached between the bars, and took hold of the frayed bell rope.

The clangor of the bell wasjarring. The horses jumped, the soldiers cursed some more. Clement jerked
the rope until her arm ached, and finally there emerged quite cautioudy from the gloom aboy in heavy
clothing that was much too big for him, wide-eyed and clutching a knob-headed cane asthough it were a
drawn sword. “Uh ... 7" hesaid inquiringly. Insignias doppily tacked onto his cap identified him asa
lieutenant.

“Urgent business,” said Clement briskly.
He cleared histhroat nervoudy. “ Y our orders?’
“I write the bloody orders!”

His gaze traveled to the inggnias on her own hat, and he beatedly and confusedly saluted. “Lieutenant. . .
?1

“Lieutenant-Generd. Let usin, Sr!”
“I haven't got the key.”

From the darkness of the passageway grated another voice. “Gods sake, boy, you' reasoldier! Stop
wailing like ababy and open the gate.” The boy-lieutenant scurried to meet the approaching old man,
who limped on awooden leg with the support of acane. He gave the boy abig, rusted key, and stood
leaning on his cane as the boy fiddled it into the snow-clogged lock.

“Lieutenant-Generd,” said the old man.
“Commander Purna?’ asked Clement.

The man uttered a bitter laugh. “Been awhile snce anyone caled me ‘commander’ to my face. Well, it's
about time Cadmar sent you here! How many people you got with you? Six?’

“Seven. And eight horses. | hope you' ve got a stable and fodder.!

“What do you think we do with the donkeys that haul suppliesfor us, eh? What' staking you so long,
boy?”

The padlock opened with a sullen groan. The gate squawked open. Purnd turned away and started
thumping down the passage, shouting backward over his shoulder, “ Send a couple of your soldiersto the
kitchen and the rest of you follow meto the infirmary. Boy, you get the stabling crew together. Somered
horsesfor once. Good practice for them. Anyone gets kicked and I’ [l hold you personally responsible.



Comeon!” he bellowed, his voice much magnified now by the echoing passageway. “WEe ve got some
sck kids herel”

“Godsof hel,” muttered Clement.
The exhausted soldierswere looking at her beseechingly.

“Youtwo.” She sdlected them at random. “ See the horses are cared for, find your way to the kitchen,
and make yoursalves useful. The rest of you come with me. Not one more complaint!”

The arched passageway eventudly emptied itself into abig, circular yard, with a center post thick asa
treeinits exact middle, from which beams radiated out to support the massive roof. The horses milled
anxioudy in the shadows, then settled down, probably recognizing the familiar shape of an exercisering,
though this one was large enough to easily turn awagon around in. To theleft, abig double door likely
led to the stables. Ahead, amore human-sized gate hung gar, giving accessto the corridor that encircled
the ring behind asturdy haf wall.

“Thisway,” said Clement. She could seelittle, but she could hear Purnd’ s peg leg and cane, thumping
down the hallway. The soldiers, muttering so quietly she could hear no words or distinguish one
complainer from the next, followed.

They did not catch up to Purnal until he had nearly reached the end of the hall and they were, Clement
judged, near the outer wall of the building again, on the far sde of the entrance gate. “Y ou’ ve got some
kind of winter illness here?’ she asked, haunted now by amemory of the dreadful illness that had mowed
the Sainnites down that spring. “How bad isit?’

“About as bad as usua. The older kids haven't gotten sick yet. When that happens, my whole operation
falls apart. So the adults are in the sick room and the kids are running the garrison. Good training for
them. What are you doing here?’

Clement began to answer, but Purna jerked open adoor, and the stink of feces and vomit al but
knocked her over. “Good gods!” she cried, gagging.

“You'll get usedtoit,” hesad.

They lay in darkness, like moles. No discernible warmth came from the smoldering hearthfire at one end
of the big room. The sick children lay with nothing but thin straw pallets between themsalves and the cold
stone floor. Three exhausted men and women did what they could to care for them, but that was not
much, since dl of the caretakers were one-armed. In the dim, stinking room, to the accompaniment of an
incessant, dreary whine of hopeess misery, someforty kids were puking and excreting themselvesto
desth.

“No worse than usua?’ Clement said to Purnal, once he had given her the grim tour.

“I’ve seen ahundred kidsin this room. And the rest of them trailing about like wraiths. Five yearsyou' ve
been lieutenant-general—don’t you read the reports?’

Clement said hadtily, “Every garrison is understaffed right now.”



“Because there ain’'t no one growing up to replace us old and broken ones,” said Purnd. “And whose
fault isthat, en?1 got fifteen cripples|ooking after near two hundred kids. And as soon asthe few
survivors are old enough to be some use, you take them away and get them killed. Go ahead and demote
me!” he added vicioudy. “It' d be abloody mercy!”

“Youwon't bethat lucky today,” said Clement. “We |l need somelamps.”

“Can’'t have lamps around kids. They’ll burn themselves up quicker than you can stop ‘em.”
“Candles, then. And fresh linens”

“You'll have fresh linens after you' ve washed and dried them.”

“Broth, or weak tea?’

“That' swhat your soldiers are in the kitchen for.”

“Warm water and soap,” said Clement evenly.

“You'll find them in the laundry. But you'll haveto light the firesfird, | expect.”

“ After we' ve chopped the firewood,” said Clement. “No, that’ s not aquestion, | understand the
gtuation. Now you listen to me, sr. My soldiersare worn out. They’ Il work until the night bell, and then
they’re getting somerest.”

“Hell,” said Purnd, “what’ sit take to make you lose your temper?’

“Plenty of people havetried and failed,” Clement said, but she was talking to his back. He stumped
away, cdling to the three sick-nurses that they should get some deep while they had the chance.

Clement washed and force-fed children, emptied basins and packed fresh straw into stinking pallets until
she couldn’t stand it any more. Then she took aturn at the wood chopping, and after that went to stir
boiling cauldrons of laundry until the cold had been chased from her bones. Back she went to the sick
room, where a soldier told her that two of the kids had been discovered to be dead.

Night had long since falen, but there had been no night bell. She took up abasin of warm water and set
to work again: shewas so tired that every time she stood up from where she squatted or knelt on the
floor, she practicdly fdll over. Some of the kids who had been whining earlier had gotten quieter. Perhaps
they too were dying.

Someone was calling her. Dim candle in hand, she made her way between prone bodies to the door,
where a boy-sergeant executed a crisp, sartling sdute. “Lieutenant-Generd 7’

“What isit?’
“Compliments of the commander! Would you careto join him for supper!”

In the sick room, two of Clement’ s soldiers continued their dreary rounds. “My people have not been
relieved.”

“Yes, ma am! The night watch isat supper! They will cometo theinfirmary shortly! Therest of your
people are eating with the senior officers! Then they will be shown to quarters”



Fedling quite overwhelmed by the boy-sergeant’ s energy, Clement set down her basin and candle on the
table. The boy, dert and over-sprung, did not put even one toe over the threshold of the sickroom.

Clement’ suniform was wet and filthy, but her change of clothing had disappeared with the horses. In any
case, she doubted she could est, after such awretched afternoon. She said to the boy-sergeant, “1 do
need to talk to Purnal.”

Hetook this as an urgent command and set amilitary pace until shetold him to dow down. They passed
the open door of the refectory, where acrowd of children sat in Size order at the trestle tables, watched
over by youthful goonswith knob-headed canesin their hands. They went out to the circular corridor,
where it was as cold as the outdoors and Clement wondered suddenly what had happened to her coat.
Then they followed another hallway to an open door, wherefirdight flickered. A table was set by the
fireplace, preventing Clement from getting close enough to those inviting flames. Purnal sumped out from
his bedroom. “Well, st down. | hopethefood' s till warm.”

She sat, but it felt like a collapse. She wolfed down the stew the boy-sergeant ladled into her bowl, and
the bread he diced onto her plate, and when he offered more, she ate that too. When the boy had
cleared away the dishes, poured hot ae, and served awedge of cheese and abowl of apples, Purna
dismissed him.

“Cheesel” said Clement, cutting herself adice.
Purna gestured vagudly. “ Thereé sadairy.”

The cheese was astonishingly good with adice of gpple. No wine, though, and the dewastypicaly
bitter. She said palitely, “Y our young soldiersare wd| disciplined. I’ m quite impressed.”

“They want to learn their jobs so they can get out of here, the silly fools”

Clement sighed, but Purna had restrained himsalf during the meal, so she supposed she should be
grateful.

He said, “What happened to Kdin, eh? She wasagood girl! And | wrote to you personally!”

Clement cut another dice of cheese. “And | personally commanded her to stay out of action. But when
the sky started exploding, | guess she got to thinking she could be ahero. | chased her halfway across
the garrison, trying to stop her. So don’t you rage at me.”

Helet her enjoy the cheesein peace, after that. And then he said, grudgingly, “I teach these kids to shoot
agun and swing asword, but | can't teach them any sense. Shewasagood kid,” he said again. “ Smart,
even-tempered. Officer materia.”

Clement eyed him in some surprise—had he been drinking? But then she fdlt the sting of tears—Gods,
shemust betired! She hid her face by swallowing some de. Kdin: she had managed to avoid thinking of
her for months. She cleared her throat and changed the subject. “I’ m here to find one of those kids | sent
you from Wetfield.”

Purnal took a deep, preparatory breath and uttered aroar. “ A scandal! Y ou sent me awagonload of
babies. Haf of them couldn’t even do up their own buttons. What was| to do with them, eh? Use them
for target practice?’

She cut him off. “I'll take one of them back.”

“Good luck. A lot of them are dead.”



It had been adreadful journey aready, and Clement had no idea how she’ d manage to get back to
Watfield. To do it empty-handed, to wait for Death-and-Life to do whatever they planned, to watch the
Sainnites collapseinto their own hollow center . . . “Gods,” she said wearily, and put her facein her
hands. “All for lack of onelittle girl? A weight in the scale, indeed!”

“Eh?’ Purna looked a her blankly.

“Do you think | traveled here on holiday? 'Y ou will produce the child, or give me an accounting of what
became of her.”

“Or what, en?You |l hack off my other leg? Y ou'll exile me to some gods-forsaken corner of some
wretched land and order meto turn babiesinto soldiers?’

“How about if | blame you persondly for the destruction of your people in Shaftd?’

He uttered a phlegmy snort, but followed it with a shout to the boy Sergeant in the halway.
“Sir?’ the boy stuck hishead in.

“One of the Wetfidld children, agirl named—"

“Davi,” sad Clement.

“Isshedill dive?’

“I don't know, Sir!”

“WEell, go ask your fellow officers. And then ask the clerk to check the death records. Report back to
mein the dormitories.” He added to Clement, as the eager sergeant raced away, “ The longer it takesto
find her, the longer you and your company will remain. Don’t think | haven’t thought of that.”

“Apparently, you think your garrison’ sinterests are the only onesthat matter.”

“Take some advice from an old man,” he suggested. “ Stop trying to shame the shameless. Let’sgo look
for your girl.”

In the youngest children’ s dormitory, adozen older children were putting the younger onesto bed. They
were ableto point out the Watfield children, who huddled together in shared beds. Clement spoketo
them in Shaftalese, and soon regretted it, for they cried out for their parents, siblings, and homes. She had
thought they would have forgotten them by now. None of them was Davi.

The boy-sergeant caught up with them in the hallway, and reported that there was no Davi in the degath
records. When Clement asked how accurate the records were, Purnal shrugged. “If we never knew her
name, we couldn’t record it, could we?’

“I’ve only seen fifteen of the Watfidd children. Where are the others?’
“Sick or dead. Y ou know wherethe sick ones are.”
“Y ou' d better hope she' s il dive, commander, or I'll have you digging up the graves next.”

“Weburn ‘em,” hesaid. “ Sorry.”



Clement returned to the sick room. There, it smelled just as bad as before, but at least it was quieter. A
bitter chill was setting in, and she stopped first to add fue to thefire, for what good it did. The signd of a
candle flame led her to aone-armed soldier who bathed with cold water achild delirious with fever. He
told her he had not noticed a child like Davi, but then who had time to pay attention?

She found a candle of her own, and started the dreary business of working her way down the rows of
pallets, turning back blankets and pulling up nightshirts. If she had to leave this place empty-handed, she
would at least be absolutely certain that the child was indeed lost.

After the Battle of Lilterwess, Clement had asssted in the gruesome job of identifying the dead. The
Sainnite corpses had been lined up on the hillside, while beyond them the soldiers methodically took the
ancient building apart, one by stone. It was the height of summer, and the flies swarmed, and the rooks
noisily invited their friends and neighborsto the feast. Sometimes, Clement identified asoldier by clothing
or gear, because the face was gone. Sometimes she stripped a corpse, seeking cluesin flesh, in scars, in
gender. Friends and loverswere thus reveded.

Therewas great celebration, that day, and the Sainnites called themselves conquerors. Twenty years
later, Clement knelt in acold, stinking room and searched the bodies of parentless children, and knew
hersdf afool in an army of fools.

The night was old when she found avery smdl girl with amole on her knee. Theillness had goneinto the
girl’slungs, the Sck-nurses said, and she would not survive to morning. “ Shewill,” Clement said,
gathering up the child, blanket and dl. “1 won’t have my labors befor nothing.”

The one-armed veterans, who surely thought that the labor of their lives had long since come to nothing,
rolled their eyes at each other, and refrained from comment.

Chapter Twenty-One

“Clement isno longer in Watfield,” said Gilly to Alrin, as she palitely quizzed him at the door about why
he had refused to be shown to the parlor. “The general needs me at his Side, and so regrettably | have no
timefor tea The woman is here? In the kitchen?

He stumped down the hall, refusing to even let her take his snow-dusted coat. Alrin bobbed ineffectudly
inhiswake, saying, “I'm truly sorry for putting you through such trouble. But her answer to your note
asking her to tell storiesin the garrison was so ... complicated! | urged her to give you aplain reply,
but—well, she’ sgot some peculiar ways.”

She added, surprisingly, “ Clement istraveling? The snow can be heavy, even so early in winter.”
“Sheisasoldier,” growled Gilly.

He opened the kitchen door to find the storytdller standing in the exact center of the room, utterly still.
Her clothing shimmered in the flickering light: silk, adeep red vest over arich purple blouse, and trousers



black and glossy asher hair.

“Don’'t you look finel” Alrin sounded more nervous than complimentary. “ Those deep colors, they suit
yw! ”

The storyteller turned her head as though to seek the object of Alrin’s admiration somewhere behind her,
and Gilly noticed for thefirst timetheat, though her hair was chin length, asingle dim braid hung down the
center of her back, black as aburn, with a coa-red tassel dangling from itstip. It was no more strange
than therest of her: peculiar but not frivolous. Alrin certainly had known how to dress her.

Gilly said to her, “It’ sfoolish and dangerous to dicker with Sainnites over price. All we're paying for isa
few tdes”

The woman turned, and dowly said, “What doesit mean, to be the Generd’s Lucky Man?’
Alrin made an anxious sound. “Oh, gir, you see! She' snot right—she' Il say something to offend.”

Gilly said to the border woman, “I’ll explain that to you, if you tell me why no one knows your name. A
trade, tlefor tale.” She nodded her assent. “Wdll, then. The Sainnites say there’ sa certain alotment of
suffering that the gods set aside for each one of us. Somefew are given al their life's curses a once,
when they are fill in the womb. They are born mongters, but they are lucky, for dl ther dlotted ill fortune
has been used up aready. Powerful people have monsters beside them, as barriers againgt theill will of
the gods. So, | an Cadmar’s Lucky Man.”

Asthough she did not quite trust her finery, the storytdller sat cautioudy on akitchen stool. Shesaid, “A
curse has taken away my name, and made me a gatherer of stories. The witches of my people took my
weapons, and cut my hair, and burned all my belongings, and destroyed my name, and with my name
they destroyed my memories. | know thisiswhat happened, but | don’t remember it. Now, | amjust a
storyteller, and have been for many years.”

“Without memory the soriesare dl you have 7’

She said quietly, “Y ou want to be my friend, Lucky Man, because | am as monstrous asyou are.
Beware, or | will make you into astory.”

Gilly said, “Makeit agood one.”

She gazed at him, unsmiling, her eyes hidden, asaways, in shadow. “1 am acollector of tales,” she said.
“And | will trade story for story.”

“No pay?’ Heglanced a Alrin. “Isthiswhat you couldn’t tell me?’

Alrin sighed mightily. “Surely you seethat | couldn’t let her work at the garrison for no pay—she would
be no useto me, but I'd still be paying her expenses. Why would | do that for a complete stranger?’

“WE I pay for her room and board. She can find aplace in aboarding house, if you don’t want her
rHe_”

“Oh, I'mwilling for her to stay.”
“It' s settled, then.”
Alrin said worriedly, “But she says whatever she likes! She has neither manners nor fear!”

“That' s not your problem, isit?’ Heturned to the storyteller. “1 will arrange for the soldiersto tell you



their stories, as many storiesasyou tell them. Isit agreed?’
“Itis” shesad indifferently.

“An escort will bring you to the garrison this evening. Y ou can eat with usif you like, but | don't
recommend it.”

“I will est withyou.”

“Wdll, itisarranged.” Gilly lifted his cane, and thunked it to the floor again. “What was this punishment
for?’ he asked.

“Perhgps | murdered my wife”

Helooked at her, and she looked back at him, neither sad nor ashamed, nor even interested. “I' 1l see
you tonight,” he said, and left.

By evening, the snow covered the world like aflour paste, ankle-deep and ungodly dippery. Though men
of unsteady gait should stay safely by the hearth on such nights, Gilly borrowed Cadmar’ saide, and
leaned on him, and on his cane, and on whatever railings were convenient, and so managed to journey to
the refectory without falling too disastroudy. But it was the journey back to hisrooms again that Gilly
dreaded, for by then the snow would have hardened to dick ice. Too soon, the winter would lock him
indoors, and the pain brought on by cold would cripple him truly, and in the darkness of winter he would
wonder what hislife was good for. It happened every yesr.

In the refectory, which, fortunately, had been rebuilt before the snow began to fal, they were just hauling
in the cauldrons on whedled tables, with one person pulling and one person pushing and athird person
holding down thelid to keep the contents from spilling out. The soldiers stood drearily with their tin plates
intheir hands and held them out to the cooksin the hopeless manner of people who can no longer be
disappointed. They were given as much stew as they wanted and fist-sized lumps of bread that were sure
to be as hard as stones. Gilly had lived since boyhood on such fare, and when the aide brought him a
serving, he broke his bread into the stew and ate what he had been given. The table at which he sat was
dowly, discreetly emptying asits occupants spotted friends and casudly went to sit with them. The big
room became intolerably noisy; conversations between neighbors were conducted in shouts.

But theincredible racket fatered abruptly. Gilly raised his gaze from the splintered tabletop. The
storyteller had arrived. The soldier who had escorted her was hanging the woman’ sfinewool cloak from
apeg, and then, proprietarily, he showed her to Gilly’ stable. The soldiersturned and stared at her so
frankly Gilly feared she' d take offense. But she did not seem to notice.

“The soldiersavoid you,” she commented as she sat beside Gilly on the bench.
“Likefishfleainginto anet.”

“And does that fearfulness make you rich? Or get you a good husband?’

“It merdy makes mefeared.”

Shesaid somberly, “Your lifeisal wrong, then.”

The soldiers had let the storytdller’ s escort cut into the front of theline. To pay for his privilege, though,



he apparently gave those nearby an explanation of her presence, and Gilly watched the news spread like
awave across the room, and out the door. Gilly’ stable quickly began to fill again; the soldiers, trying
hard to behave with civility, introduced themsalves and their friends to the storyteller, and asked eager
questions that the soryteller, with no apparent effort, replied to without answering. They resorted to
volunteering information: that the stew she was now eating was better than they had eaten for sometime,
but still was pretty bad; that the big, meaty beansin it were falow beans, so-cdled because they were
grownin falow fields; that the kitchen had been re-built at last, which explained the improvement in the
food. She looked up from her nearly empty bowl and said, “Y ou know the difference, don’t you,
between information and stories?” She glanced at Gilly, and it seemed she was curious and not intending
to be mocking.

“Youwill bepad,” he gruffly said. “These soldiers here are just intrigued by you, and making idle
conversation as best they can. We never see anything new here.”

She stood up, then, and stepped up onto the bench, and from there to the tabletop. She did not need to
cal for quiet; the only sound came from the soldiers, summoned by fleet-footed rumor, who struggled to
get in the crowded doorway. She said in aloud, clear voice, “I am agatherer, acarier, ateller of tales. |
have cometo trade with you, tale for tale. Once, when | was waking through the southland, along the
edge of alake, | found an old man, who sat on astone by the water and wept with sorrow. *Old man,’ |
sd...”

Sitting directly below her, Gilly could clearly seethethin scarsthat criss-crossed her hands. She shaped
the old man in the air, with words and gestures telling how he was haunted by the ghosts of three women,
each of whom blamed him for her untimely death. She stood balanced, poised, with her weight on her
toeslike adancer. Thetassd at the end of her braid bounced lightly, softly, communicating the rise and
fdl of the sory, and then Sgnaing itsending.

The soldiers pounded the tabletops and roared appreciation. And then her hands smoothed the air like a
magician soothing atroubled ocean, and the voicesfdl slent. “1 am sure you have heard of Haprin,” she
said. “But do you know that Haprin has aspring that bubbles out of the ground so hot, you can boil eggs
init? And yet no one goes near that spring, not even in dead of winter, becauseit isaplace of bad luck.
Long ago, when Shaftal was ayoung and wild land. . .”

The refectory became so jammed with soldiersthat no one could reach the food line any more, and the
listeners passed plates of hot stew hand to hand, across the room, and even out the door. In the rapt
Slencethat followed her sixth sory—alove gory, thistime, with asatisfying ending—the night bell could
be heard to ring. She glanced down at Gilly, and Gilly got gtiffly to hisfeet. “Will you return tomorrow,
dorytdler?’

“You oweme six stories,” she said, speaking to the crowded room.

One of the captains, whom Gilly had spoken with that afternoon, promptly said, “My company will pay.”
He named aplace and time for her to meet with them the next day. She bowed, and descended, and
though Gilly had to hold his ears againgt the din of acclaim, she did not seemto hesr it.

“I'll accompany you to the gate!” he shouted.

Once outside, heregretted his offer, for the footing was worse than he had expected. She held out her
arm, though, saying, “It’' s hobnail season dready.”

“Hobnail boots are too heavy for me,” said Gilly. When he leaned on her, she was steady as stone,
despite her light build. And that strength spoke to him again of the past she claimed she could not
remember. He said, “Y our body betraysthat you are aknife fighter.”



“I haveawarrior’ sscars,” she confirmed. “ Sometimes, | fedl how muscle and bone remembersalong
training. But | have been weaponlessalong time, | think.” She added, after amoment, “ Do you suspect
me, Lucky Man? Do you think | am trying to disguise mysdlf? 1 can't disguise asdlf | do not know.”

“Only when | noticed your scarred hands did it occur to me to doubt your tae, peculiar thoughiitis.”

She said, with just atrace of humor, “Oh, astoryteller can be most dangerous. Y our cautionisvery
sensble. Since | don't care who hears my taes, or who tellsthem in return, Smply send me away!”

“I am sureyou don't care. | think you are truly indifferent about everything.”

“The people who remember are the oneswho live passonately. They believe they have something to
protect or afuture to anticipate. | am not that kind. What kind are you, Lucky Man?’

He could not answer her, and the rest of the journey to the gate, they walked in silence. The clouds were
breaking up, and a brisk wind began to blow. Asthe storyteller went out the gate, the wind blew back
her cloak, and in thefaint light of the gate lamps, her red silk shimmered like flame.

Chapter Twenty-Two

“Lieutenant-Generd? May | have aword with you?’

Clement had found one comfortable chair in the garrison, and had it put by thefireplacein her own
gpartan quarters. There she sat, with awashed uniform hanging nearby to dry in the heet of the brisk fire,
She had dept in that chair no few nights, but now it was Davi who dept, curled in Clement’ slap, with her
thumb in her mouth.

“Comein,” she said to the sergeant at the door. “But be quiet.”
“It lookslike snow again,” he said inalow voice. “ Unbelievable weather.”
“It wasthis bad when we first came here, thirty-five years ago. It’ s been this bad every year since then.”

“Wadl.” The sergeant was ardatively young man, probably Shaftdi-born. The habit of complaining about
the wesather was endemic, though, even among those who had never known anything else.

“Come closer to thefire,” she suggested. “What’ s on your mind?’

“Ten dayswe ve been here. The sick kids are getting better, and you' ve found that one you wanted. The
company’ swondering when we' |l head back to Watfield.”

“Do they want to make that journey?’
“If they haveto doit,” he said honestly, “they’ d rather now than later.”
“Wdl, I'm thinking they’ll betrapped here all winter. | know it’s not what they expected.”

The sergeant looked more relieved than apprehensive. “I don't know that they’ d mind. Conditionsin
Wetfield are pretty bad.”



“It'sdirty work here, too.”
He shrugged. “We ve got fresh food, warm beds at night—"
“Luxury!”

He gave agrin. They’ d gotten comfortable with each other over the days, working el bow-deep together
at one or another disgusting task had been agrest leveler.

“I won't tdll the folksin Watfield how comfortable you are,” she promised. “ So they won't harassyou
about it, come spring.”

Hisjaw went dack with surprise. “But you—"

1] %! ”

Helowered hisvoice. “How will you get there? And surely not alone!”
“Not quite. I'll have Davi with me.”

“You can’'t make the journey unattended.” His voice was strained by the depth of fedling he struggled to
convey without volume.

“Youmay beright, but I'vegot to try.”

“But how?’

“There sonly oneway, Sergeant. By pretending to be Shaftdi.”

He shut hisjaw with asnap. “Huh!” hefindly said. “But you look pretty military.”
“If I haveto, I'll pretend to be aPaadin.”

“Youthink you can?

“Y ou think it would occur to anyone that the Sainnite lieutenant-genera would travel done, on Toot, in
winter, with asick child?1’d think they’ d find it more believable that I’ m one of them, eveniif | do seem
strange. It doesn't matter, anyway. I’ ve got to try.”

“If the Paladins should captureyou ...

“I'll be dead.” She gave ashrug, and Davi mumbled a complaint. She stroked a hand down the child’'s
head to soothe her, and that seemed to work. “Cadmar would be angry about it, | suppose. But | can be
replaced. And no one will blame you, consdering how far | outrank you.”

“But fill,” hesaid.
“Y ou' vetold me your objection. Y ou’ ve done your duty. Anything €lse you want to talk about?’

He left, apparently more wretched than when he had arrived.



Davi awoke. Clement persuaded her to eat some of the sweet cake they were feeding al the
convalescent children. She put her head onto Davi’ s chest and listened to her breathe. The rattling sound
had not returned, though Davi continued pale and weak. How soon, Clement wondered, did she dare
take this hollow-eyed child out into the wind?

“Do you want more cake?’
Davi solemnly shook her head.
“I need to go hunt for something in the stable. Do you want to come dong?’

Davi’ snod was no surprise. The child had gotten to the point that she could tolerate being out of physica
contact with Clement, but if Clement went out of her Sght she became hysterica. Clement was getting
used to carrying Davi everywhere with her, balanced on her hip, and the soldiers had gotten used to
seeing her and didn’t stare any more. Clement could swear the child was getting heavier, but at least she
was no longer completely passive, did some of thework of holding on, and could even use achamberpot
on her own.

“You’veturned meinto abeast of burden,” Clement complained as she carried the bundled child to the
gable.

Davi looked at her blankly. Her eyes reminded Clement of some soldiers—casudties, sometimes without
avisblewound. But Davi was dowly improving, and lately had even said some words and had been
coaxed to smile. In the stable, several older children, crowded into abig stall with a demonstration horse,
were being ingtructed in hoof care. The horses were exceptionally popular; there had been interventions
to keep them from being overfed by the doting children. Clement set Davi in apile of clean straw. “I’ll be
over there. Just cal meif you want me.”

Davi huddled passively in the straw. Clement felt that stark gaze on her back as she began her hunt
through the junk that filled what had once been the tack room. She kept in Davi’ssight, asif shewerea
helpful target and Davi the archer.

This odd, round building had once been akind of school for Paadins, when Paladins were known as
deadly philosophers, rather than as farmers who took up weaponsin place of hoes. A sturdy building,
with fireplaces and small windows, it wasintended for year-round occupation. Surely it had once
contained the kind of equipment Clement hoped to find, particularly since the Paladins had abandoned
their domicilesin hagte to attack the Sainnites after the Fall, leaving much behind.

Clement heaved asde atangle of oddments and broken objects that should have been thrown out. Rats
fled, squesking outraged protests. She choked in dust and wished for alantern. A generation’sworth of
dirt and debrislay moldering here, and much of it had settled on her by the time she discovered the
treasuretrove: A rack of skis, their bindings rotted away; snowshoes, their webbings gone but the frames
gill intact; and adedge. She could not restrain awhoop of triumph. A dedge!

Shedragged it out. Davi crawled out of her nest to ingpect it, and some of the other children abandoned
their lesson to take alook. They soon lost interest, but Davi solemnly mounted the contraption and sat
down. She pointed at the rotted remains of the harness. “How will you pull it, Clemmie?’

“| saw some old horse harnessin there.” Clement went back to the junk and extricated some stiff leather,
the buckles rusted, but nothing that some sand and grease could not fix.

“It' stoo big,” Davi objected.



“Wadl, | an asoldier, which means| can make anything out of anything. Soldiersdieif they can't adapt,
you know.”

Davi nodded somberly.
“You can hep mecleanthededge. It'll beacold trip, but you'll have blankets.”

“Will we stay in people’ shouses?’ Davi apparently had some experience with thiskind of travel aready,
perhaps from seeing vistors at her family’ sfarmstead.

“Yes. You mustn't tell anyone I’ m asoldier, though. It'sa secret.”

Davi shook her head vigoroudly.

“If you eat more, and rest, in afew dayswe' Il leave. I'll take you home.”
“Home?’ Shelooked confused.

“I'll take you home because you' re aweight in the scale. Because your father iswilling to be hated and
persecuted just to have you back again. Why, | don’t know.”

“Mmm.” Davi gave atentative, confused smile.

“Areyou getting cold? | can take this harnessto my room and start working on it. | want you to eat more
cake to make you strong.”

Davi held up her aamsfor Clement to pick her up.

Another five days had passed before Clement took Davi and the loaded dedge out the gate. The runners
had been sanded and sharpened, the snowshoes re-webbed, the harness adapted, and Davi had a
straw-stuffed mattress to deep on and an ailcloth cover to keep out the snow. Both of them wore the
heaviest, warmest clothing that could be found, non-issue right down to the skin. Uneasy though she felt
without weapons, Clement had left even them behind.

Her soldiers stood speechless; even Purna seemed amazed. But the children, who knew an adventure
when they saw one, cheered the travel ers out the gate.

Clement had never worn snowshoes before, but managed to avoid tripping over her own feet until the
watchers could no longer see her. That first day, shefdl down regularly. That first night, she lay with Davi
on the dedge, deeping in short bits until, awakened by cold, she got up to put more wood on the fire and
to turn her drying clothing. The child dept undisturbed in asolid, wool-clad lump, with awool cap tied
under her chin. When the snow began to glow faintly, reflecting adistant dawn, and the stars that
populated the frozen sky began to wink out, Clement dressed in clothing that was amost dry and halfway
warm, loaded up the dedge, Strapped herself in the harness, and set forth once again.

That day, she finally mastered the snow-shoer’ sleg-swinging waddle. The dedge seemed dmost
welightless as she guided it down the hillside, and even when they reached the flat, she was amazed at her
own speed. Davi rode behind her, complaining once of thirst, but subsiding when Clement explained that
the water had frozen solid initsjug. But Clement became aware of her own thirst now. Dry-mouthed,



she could not swallow the sweetened oatcakes in her pockets. Snow-blind, she could not see the passing
countryside. A tugging at the harness brought her out of her daze.

Davi pointed, it ssemed, into the sky, which was, Clement noted giddily, agorgeous color: winter
twilight. Acrossit lay the faintest smear of smoke.

“Ah!” Clement turned them down the hillside, where she could not see awagon track, and in alast burst
of blind energy got them practically to the farmhouse door before shefell for the first time that day, and
was too tired to get up.

“Haven't got your snow legsyet?” A farmer in woolen clothing redolent, though not unpleasantly, with
cow manure, hauled her to her feet and undid the harness buckles. “I saw you coming,” she added. “ So
we' ve put the kettle on. Snow took you by surprise?’

“Not redly,” Clement gasped. “1 planned to travel home before autumn mud. But the child took sick.”

“Bad luck.” An angular woman Clement’ s age or older, she made light work of lifting the dedgeto the
shelter of the porch, while Clement stood in dumb tiredness with Davi in her arms. She had concocted a
much more el aborate explanatory tale for hersdlf, but the farmer didn’t ask for it. The farmer said,

“We ve got an empty bed. Two of the children married out this year. Twins. Went to the same household
so0 they could gtill bein the same family. Comein, comein.”

In the kitchen, ahalf dozen people looked up from chopping vegetables to chorus a distracted wel come.
The angular farmer collected ateatray and led the way to an equaly crowded parlor. Clement sank into
an empty chair and was plied with hot tea and generoudly buttered bread as Davi drank amug of hot
milk, gtting in her 1ap. The angular farmer waved away Clement’ sthanks, saying obliqudy, “It' sbeena
good year. Good milk, hedlthy caves.”

And if it hadn’t been agood year, Clement wondered vaguely, what would the farmer say instead? That
there was dways enough to go around, or that what is given comes back eventualy? Davi got down from
her [ap and joined some other children on the floor, who moved over to let her watch their game. The
angular farmer, Mariseth, Seth to her friends, refilled Clement’ s teacup, cut her some cheese, and sat
knee-to-knee with her. Clement recognized the cheese, which was even better here, where it had been
made. The fear in her dowly came undone, like an old, tiff knot. Seth’ s knee was warmer than the heat
from thefire as she recounted bits and pieces of information that might interest atraveler, and Clement
asked questions, expressed surprise, uttered an occasiond cautious comment. There was not much she
needed to do; the farmer’ sincurious friendliness was like a path she needed only follow.

During the raucous supper, some twenty-two people ate willy-nilly, sitting or sanding wherever there
was space, all talking at once about cows and cheese and distant news from far-off places. Seth had
datus here, Clement noted, alieutenant in her way, risen to that unacknowledged position over many
years. Davi circled back to Clement’ slap again, and ate obediently from her spoon. “I didn’t tell!” she
whispered.

“Good girl.” Clement fed her some cheese, but Davi didn't likeit, and the farmer offered abowl of curds
instead, which Davi emptied happily. Then the child fell adeep, and Seth, who had not been out of
conversaion distance dl evening, commented, “A smart girl you' ve got there. But seriousfor her age.
What is she, three?’

Clement nodded vaguely. “1 wonder if | should have given her longer to recover from her illness. But |
needed to go home.”

“She’ sabit too pale and quiet. But maybe she'saquiet kid? Those thinkers often are, like you.”



“Me?" Clement gave alaugh.
“Thinking hurts, does’t it? Too much, maybe. I’ll show you whereyou' Il deep.”

In abare cubby of aroom, heated by astove tiny as akettle, someone had brought the contents of the
dedge and hung everything that was damp to dry. With the farmer there, Clement had causeto be
grateful for her recent sick nursing, for she undressed Davi and put her to bed without any obvious
display of inexperience. Seth it alittle lamp that she put on ahigh shdlf, out of child’sreach. She set out a
chamber pot, and folded Davi’ s clothes. Clement felt arising warmth, asthough that muscular leg till
pressed hers.

Seth said, “ Y ou're not so tired as you looked when you first arrived.”
“It wasfood and drink | needed. Tomorrow, I'll have Davi hug the water jug to keep it from freezing.”

“Oh, we'll send you on your way with afoot warmer full of coals. That' Il do the job, and keep your girl
from getting chilled if the wind startsto blow. Some of that cheese, too, since you liked it so much. How
about anip?’ she added.

Clement followed Seth down the hall to her own room, where gpparently she dept in grand solitude
beneath brightly colored scrap quilts, beside asmall stove that she swiftly lit and stoked, then poured
Clement alittle cup of brandy from along husbanded bottle. Clement sipped very cautioudy, thinking to
preserve at least some of her flegting wits. “1 fedl abit like acow you're herding,” she said.

Seth gave awide, sartling grin. “1f you wereacow, | could force you into the barn.”
“Oh, I'll et you herd mein. But why—?"

Seth sat besde her on the ttle, thigh to thigh. *Y ou’ ve seen some things worth seeing, and | like the
way it'smarked you. But you don’'t want me asking.”

Clement thought, this woman is too smart to be a cowherd! And she knew she ought to be afraid, or at
least more cautious than she was. She said, “While you were having agood year I’ ve been having an
awful one. | want to forget. To pretend, maybe, that my lifeisn’'t mine.”

Thefarmer said, “No questions, then. So . . .” She gestured, palm up, as though requesting the gods to
fill her empty hand. “What? What do we do?’

Clement kissed her. That worked very well, so she kissed her again. After that came an extremely
pleasant and quite long-lasting and stunningly satisfying confusion.

Clement dreamed a very strange dream in which she was a cowherd, but the cattle paid her no heed, and
kept wandering away and getting esten by wolves. When there were no beasts | eft, she ssood donein an
empty field under an empty sky, with nothing to do but ponder her own incompetence. “Your girl’s
cdling you,” theangular farmer said blurrily. So Clement awoke from emptinessto surprise: acozy bed,
awarm shoulder againgt her cheek, the lingering memory of an extremely memorable night.

Davi’ svoice came very faintly down the hall.

“It'sdawn,” Clement mumbled. “Wdl, dmost dawn. | think I’ll get on my way. Long journey ahead.”



“Stay,” sad thefarmer quietly.

Clement swallowed surprise. “1 don’t know athing about cows.”

“Not much to know. Y ou’ Il come to hate milking and mucking as much aswe do. It doesn't take long!”
“Davi’ sfather—"

“I’d say he' snot much of ahusband. Neglectful.”

Clement let that sink in. Had she acted neglected? She had indeed. “ A good father, though,” she said.
“But what have you got to go home to? Stay the winter. Send him aletter. My family won't mind.”

Seth’s hands were good, and for alittle while Clement didn’t try to escape them. Davi subsided, back
into deep. But eventually, Clement got out from under the warm quilts, put on her clothes, and got
underway. The angular farmer stood on the porch and watched her |eave, but when Clement looked
back, she was gone, to the cow barn, no doubt, to start the milking, or to the dairy, to check on the
cheese.

These things happen, Clement told herself.

Bittersweet regret followed her dl the way to Watfidd. Nine days|later, blistered and frost-bitten, she
unwound her muffler in the middle of ablinding snowstorm so the gate captain could recognize her face.
Later till, with Davi big-eyed and frightened in her arms, she endured the wrath of Cadmar. She had
been gone twice as long as she had promised, and had taken untoward risks, and had abandoned her
soldiers. She admitted dl that, and did not argue with hisanger. Still later, with Davi adeepin Clement’s
bed, she sat with Gilly while his nighttime pain draught was taking hold, and told him about the blinding
white days, the one bewildering storm that did its best to kill her, the nightsin cold barns on straw beds
with only pauper’ s bread to edt, the nights of sharing hearty medls at family tables and deeping in abed
hospitably vacated for her and Davi. And shetold him about Seth.

Gilly did not laugh &t her. After along silence, he said, “If you become Shaftdi—"
“WI,H?’

“Oh, don't be dishonest with me. If you become Shaftdi, | couldn’t endure my life. And with both of us
gone, Cadmar would fdl like a house without a center beam, and maybe the Sainniteswould fall with
him”

Clement said, after astunned silence, “My face is known. I’ m the notorious baby thief of Wetfield. | can
never escape that. | never even thought to try.”

“ Stop playing these dangerous games, then. Be what you are.”

The next day, Clement was back in uniform. Her hair was trimmed, her buttons polished, her feet, though
they ached with frostbite, were jammed into her newly blacked boots. Davi found her &ttire fearsome,
and cried. Sherefused to eat her porridge, fought the bath, huddlied under the blanketsin Clement’ s bed,



and was generdly defiant and exasperating. 1 want to go home!” shewhined. “Y ou promised!”

“| see you're feding much better. Well enough to accuse alieutenant-genera of being aliar. You'vegot a
lot of courage, little girl, but not much sense.”

Davi glared a her: sturdy, angry, not much intimidated. “Y ou promised!”

Unableto leave Davi unattended, Clement had paper and ink delivered to her room, and shetried to
work on the task Cadmar had set her, but even without the distracting child it would have been
impossible. He had refused to accept the closure of any garrison and demanded aternatives. She wrote
an extremdy irritablelist of impractical and intolerable solutions:

1. Go back to the homeand and recruit afew thousand mercenariesto join usin exile.
2. People the garrisons with straw dummies.
3. Command each soldier to kidnap and persondly raise two children, while aso fulfilling al other duties.

4. Take athousand Shaftali women prisoner, impregnate them dl, and force them to raise the resulting
children as Sainnites.

5. Require the femae soldiers, mysdf among them to bear and raise children. (Though | am too old,
probably.)

She snorted. She didn’t have to look beyond the child glowering a her from the bed to see why her
people were childless. What would she do, if Davi were hers? After ayear of pregnancy and ayear of
nursing, two years off the battlefied, if she survived childbirth and did not suffer any of theterribleinjuries
birthing women were subject to, would she then carry Davi on her back into war? Or leave the child
behind to beinevitably orphaned? And who would raise her then?

“Lieutenant-Generd?” A hesitant tap on her door. “Davi?’

Davi came out from under the covers, big-eyed. “Y ou should have trusted me,” said Clement sourly, and
went to open the door.

The steedy, quiet father of this sturdy girl camein, pushed past Clement, and snatched up the child. “Oh,
blessed day! Davi! Y ou're so thin! Oh, my sweet girl!”

Davi clung to him, and cried, and then declared that she had been very brave, though she had beenina
scary place, and that Clemmie—she had forgotten that she hated her, apparently—had taken her home
across the snow.

“So much adventure for such alittle girl.” The man gave Clement alook and added dryly, “I thought you
Sainnites were cowards about snow.”

“Y our information had better be worth what I’ ve been through.” Strange that it hadn’t occurred to her
until now to wonder if thisman were telling the truth. But the Shaftali were an honest people, aqudlity
that was, according to Gilly, embedded in the culture by the once ubiquitous Truthkens. In most of her



dedlings with the Shaftali, when they agreed to spesk at al, they spoke the truth.

Davi’ sfather had brushed most of the snow from his clothing. His skisand ski poles were dung across
his back, and an empty ding for Davi to ride homein. He set dl this gear down and sat reluctantly, with
Davi clinging to hisneck.

“These people, Death-and-Life,” he said. “They’re going to rescue the children. But they aren’t going to
send the Waitfield children home, not right away, because they think you Sainniteswould blame their
families, and the people of Watfield have suffered too much aready, so maybe Davi would have been
safe anyway. But I'd never see her again. And | couldn’t bear it.”

“I didn’t tell anybody Clemmiewasasoldier,” announced Davi. “And | didn’t cry.”
Her father said, “ All your mothers and fathers will be so proud of you.”

Clement, while gathering up Davi’ swarm clothing, had noticed aloose button and sat down to sew it on.
The man gave her asurprised ook, and she glared at him, saying, “1 suppose you fedl required to explain
to me now how badly you fed, but | wish you wouldn’t. Tell me: nobody knows where the Watfield
children are. So how are they to be rescued?’

“Not just the Wetfidd children. All of them.”
She looked up again from her gtitching, genuindly surprised now, and even more dismayed.

Thefarmer said, 1 suppose you thought it was a secret that you' ve got agarrison full of children. But
those people knew you Sainnites had to be keeping your children somewhere! And your children aren’t
in the garrisons, because no one' s ever seen one, and a child’ s not easy to hide. So the rebels have been
looking around, and asking questions, and they’ ve found your secret place, and they know the Waitfield
children are there. They wouldn't say exactly where that place was, though. | guessthey feared the
Waetfield parents might go there and wreck their surprise. And | would have gone, too, if | had known. In
fact, my husband wasn't supposed to tell anything at al, even to hisfamily, but he did because he was so
sck. And my husband was sure those Death-and-Life people knew exactly where the children were.”

“They planned to stedl our children? All of them?”

“To liberate them. Because they're dl Shaftali children, they say. Y ou Sainnites don't bear children, so
every last child you've got isastolen child. But that’ snot true, isit?’

“It'snot true,” she said, outraged.

He seemed rdlieved. Bad enough that he was dlowing nearly forty of hisneighbor’ s children to remain
imprisoned while hiswas rescued. No wonder hisfamily had abandoned their farmstead rather than
endure the public shame! And no wonder he clutched his girl so tightly now that she protested, and then
complained that she was hungry.

“Shewouldn't eat her porridge,” Clement explained. “ She wanted milk, but we don't have any.”

“Have you been fussy, love?’ The man produced a neat packet of oat cakes from his pocket, and Davi
was as contented with these as Clement had ever seen her. “Y ou haven't fed her right,” he said.

“She' sbeen very sick. | nursed her back—she would have died otherwise. So don’t complain.” Clement
bit the thread and tested the button. “When are these kids to be ‘liberated’ ? And how?’

“On Long Night. The people of Death-and-Life figure that by midwinter, the children will be so isolated



by wesether that when theinitial battleis over, they’ll have acouple of monthsto haul the kids away to
their new homes, at households scattered all over Shaftd. A surprise attack, at night, sure to succeed.
The children aren’t well guarded, they believe. And Long Night' s an important holiday to us, you know.”

Clement said nothing, but she did not doubt that with enough attackers the plan he described would
probably succeed. The only wegpons at the children’ s garrison were carried by the seven soldiers she
had abandoned there. Unless one counted the practi ce weapons the children used.

“That'sdl | know,” the man said. “ Shafta forgive me! Canl go?’
“Tell no onewhat you' vetold me”

“Youthink | would?I’m atraitor to my people, now.” “Maybe you might try to clear your conscience by
derting Death-and-Life that their secret ambush isn't a secret anymore.”

The man said siffly, thoroughly offended now, “ Those people? Y ou think | owe them something?
There s nothing to admirein them, no more than thereisin you.” He stood up with some effort, and said
to Davi, “Let’sget you into your jacket and hat. It'stimeto go.”

Clement helped bundle her up. “What' s going to happen to her, come spring?’ She did not want to say in
front of Davi that her father was dying, but he knew what she referred to.

“I'vegot aplan. | don't havetotell youwhat itis.”

As Clement tied Davi’ s cap strings, Davi blinked at her. “ Aren’t you coming, Clemmie?’
“No.” She couldn’t manage to say more.

“But Daddy,” Davi protested, as her father picked her up again, “why isn't Clemmie coming?’

“Sheign'tin our family,” he said. And they were gone.

Part 4
What’sInsde The Buffalo

“You aredow and stupid,” the grass-lion said to hisfriend the buffao one day. They dways shared the
shade on hot summer days and were lying together, the buffalo chewing her cud and the grass-lion licking
the blood from his paws. “I wonder sometimeswhy | don’t just eat you.”

The buffalo looked up at her friend and coughed up another lump of cud. “Who would dig the water hole
for you?’ shesad.

Looking at the buffalo, the grass-lion decided she was disgusting. Her fur was clotted with the dried mud
sherolled in to keep off the flies. Grass mush dripped from her mouth. Her eyes were big and watery and
contented. “I can dig,” the grass-lion said. “1 can dig better than you can.”



“Wdl then, who would egt the grass to exactly theright height for stalking rabbits?’ said the buffao.

Looking at the buffalo, the grass-lion decided she was ugly. Her horns sat up on her head like an ugly
hat. Her fur hung to her kneeslike dead grass. Her hooves|ooked like gray turds that when broken open
have maggotsinsde them. “I can stk rabbitsin grass of any height,” he said.

“Wadl then, who will sing to the stars with you, to please the ears of the gods?’ said the buffao.

The grass-lion looked at the buffalo and decided she was ridiculous. Her legs were short and her body
fat. Her mouth waswide and her tail had apuff of hair onitstip. It was difficult to imagine that anything
shedid could please the gods. “My voiceis so much sweeter than yours,” said the lion. “Maybe the gods
would like me better without you bellowing beside me.”

“Wadl then,” said the buffalo. “If you don’t want to be my friend that’ sfine with me. But | haveto warn
you that if you try to eat me, it' smewho will eat you intheend.” And she got up and walked away.

So now the grass-lion had to dig his own water hole and chase the rabbitsin high grassand sing dl by
himsdf and al this made him angry. And he watched the silver buffao from afar and thought about how
much meat was on her bones, and how it would keep him fat and contented for many days. And findly
he wasin such afever of anger and bloodlust that he went sneaking up on the buffalo in thetal grass, and
jumped onto her back, and dug hisclawsin.

Now, the buffalo set to work trying to get that lion off her back. She jJumped and twisted and kicked, but
she couldn’t didodge the lion, who kept ripping away with his claws until he had opened up her back like
ashirt. Suddenly the buffao’s skin fdl off, and out of the buffalo hide stepped a man. He shook hishead
asif hewere waking up from along deep, and then he took alook at the lion, who certainly wasfeding
somewhat surprised. “Oh, it syou, trying to eet me,” the man said. “Well, | have to warn you that it sme
who will eat you intheend.”

The lion was annoyed at the man’ s arrogance. “We' Il see who eats and who is eaten,” he cried, and
jumped onto the man’ s back and dug in with hisclaws.

The man didn't like having the lion on his back any more than the slver buffao had. He yelled and he
rolled on the ground and he tried to hit the lion with arock, but the lion hung on, ripping with his claws,
until the man’s skin had opened up like ashirt.

Suddenly, hisskin fell away, and out stepped abig yellow hare. That hare yawned and scratched her
chin, and then she noticed the lion standing there, so surprised he didn’t even try to lift apaw and grab
her. “Oh, it'syou trying to eat me,” shesad. “Well, | haveto warn you that it' smewho will eat youin
theend.” And then the hare took off, kicking her yellow feet in the air, taking greet bounds over the high
grass. Thelion chased her, of course, al up and down the length of the grassy plain, from the ocean in the
eadt to the mountainsin the west, from the forest in the north to the wasteland in the south. At last, the
hare was so tired she fell down gasping, and the lion fell down right on top of her, with hisred tongue
hanging out of hismouth. “I’ ve got you now,” he gasped, and ripped with his claws until the hare’ s back
opened up like ashirt.

Inside the hare’ s skin was a pool of darkness, and then that pool began to move, to uncoil, and out did a
fat black snake with aflickering tongue. The lion lay exhausted, panting and weak from the long chase,
looking into the hard black eyes of the black snake. “Y ou warned me that you would eat mein theend,”
sadthegrasslion.

“Ohyes, | dmost forgot,” said the snake. And he opened his mouth, bigger and bigger, until his mouth
was as big asthelion, and he swallowed the lion whole.



And that’ swhy the grass-lions never hunt the buffalo.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Thesunrisesand fdlslike abal tossed from ahand, and Zanjana Tarwein waks steadily across barren
mountaintops. The owl floats ahead of her, afeather-down guide it faintly by asun that isalwaysin
twilight. Aslong as she can see, Zanjafollowsthe owl. When it is dark, she squats down wherever she
is, and takes ahandful of twigs and dried grass that she has managed to gather among the rocks, and
with it builds afire no bigger than the palm of her hand.

Over her shoulder she has carried al day afire-blackened tin pot with alength of ropetied to its handles
for ashoulder strap. She also carries awooden box that once was decorated with pastoral scenes, but
from which most of the paint now has been scraped off. Although in her day’ sjourneys she sees nothing
but stones, when she stops walking she can awaysfind apool of water within afew steps of her fire: a
pool just big enough to fill her pot. And asthe water hests, she takes out of the wooden box aporcelan
teaset and atin of teathat is neither full nor empty. By the time the twigs burn to ashes, the water boils.
She stegps a pot of teaand drinksit while looking at the stars.

These garsare unfamiliar: not unremembered, but entirdly different from night to night. Y et the landscape
acrosswhich shetravels by day remains the same: rocky mountaintopsthat give her no glimpse at dl of
what lies beyond them. Nothing distinguishes this landscape. She cannot even be certain that the sun rises
in the same place every dawn. Sheisfollowing the owl, who isleading the way to the Land of the Dead.

By the time the tegpot is empty, it is sunrise. She packs the tea set and dings her burdens over her
shoulders. She spotsthe owl, flying in the distance. Again, shefollows.

The day’ s bread was in the oven. With the storm shutters open, Garland could watch the tentative dawn
of early winter: its stark, crisp shadows, black on white, the rising glimmer of the snow. He could seethe
ravens on the porch rail, impatient for their corn-bread, bickering like children over perchesin the sun.
Garland had awakened to a kitchen hung with snowshoes—Karis, apparently unable to deep again, had
done her insomniac’ swork here.

The kitchen door clicked open and he turned, surprised. Medric, who he last had seen wrapped in Emil’s
armsin the attic room the three of them shared, sumbled in: only haf dressed, spectacles askew, fingers
gtill ink-stained from the previous night’ swork on his manuscript. “Brrr!” He squinted at the paelight
reflecting in from the snow.

“It'scaled asunrise,” said Garland. “What are you doing up so early? After Kariswas awake al night?
Trading placeswith her?’

“Gods! No!” Medric shuddered. “It was adream.”

Medric didn’t drink tea or spiritsand didn’t eat butter or sugar or meat or cheese, and so was athin wisp
of aman who felt the cold quite keenly. Garland distractedly considered what to feed him at what was



for Medric awretched hour. Hot milk. 1 suppose you don't take honey?’
Medric shook his head mournfully. “I’d like to stay sane. Or not get any madder than | am.”

“Honey causes madness?’ Every day in this household was another amazement. Garland warmed the
milk, determined to do it dowly so the milk would Sweeten on its own.

Medric rubbed his eyes, mumbled crankily, and then burst out, “Y ou know her!”
“Who?’

“Theonel dreamed of. | never met her, so you must have, in Wetfield. Otherwise, | couldn’t have
dreamed of her.”

“A soldier?| knew them dll, five years ago. What did this dream woman like to eat?’

Garland had asked his question flippantly, but Medric replied promptly, “ Cheese, with an gppleand a
glassof wine”

“And acouple of butter biscuits, | hope.”
Medric shrugged. Clearly, he was a man who saw no reason to think about food.

“With tagtes like that, she’ s probably an officer.” Garland stirred the milk steadily, peacefully, letting his
memoriesrise: sergeants, captains, lieutenants, commanders. The higher the position, the older the person
who hddit, generdly. “How old? Thirty? Fifty?’

Medric grumbled something, pulling himself out of hisdaze. “ She’ s energetic, not so beat up as most
veterans get. But she’ snot young. A lucky fighter.”

Garland was remembering hislast day in Watfield garrison. Summoned to the generd’ s quarters, he
found himsdlf confronted by avery angry, very large man who gestured dismissvely a the untouched
plate on histable: beef in gravy with mushrooms and vegetables covered by acrisp pastry. Garland had
been worrying al evening that he had used too much rosemary in the gravy, whichisamistakeimpossible
to recover from, and surely that was what the generd wanted to complain about. “ Do you cal this
soldier’ sfare?’ the generd had roared when Garland camein.

Garland could vividly recall what at the time he had scarcely noticed: that the other plates on the table
were scraped clean, that the woman who sat at Cadmar’ s right had |ooked sharply away when the
generd uttered his unimaginable, unacceptable command that from now on Garland was to cook badly.
What had she been hiding from Garland—or from Cadmar—when she looked so swiftly away?
Embarrassment? Contempt? Garland wanted to describe her to Medric now, but he could not think of
what distinguished her in gppearance from any other Sainnite. There were some things the soldiers had
said about her, though, and he repeated them, struggling to remember. “ She learned the names and
history of every single person in her command. If they went hungry or cold or wet, so did she. She
aways hauled her own load.”

“I think I like her,” Medric said. “Whoever sheis”
“The lieutenant-generd, Clement.”
“The lieutenant-general ?” Medric sat upright, blinking. “ She hauls her own load?”

“I'm just telling you what | heard when shefirgt arrived.” Garland tasted the foaming milk. Not sweet yet.



“I understand the generd isabloody fool,” said Medric.

“That certainly istrue.”

“Then how did he get himself acompetent lieutenant?’

“ She' d been hislieutenant an awfully long time. Every promotion for him was a promotion for her.”

“Itwas torture for her.” Medric's spectacles were reflecting the fire again. Garland felt ashudder. Karis
might exercise her tdlent invisibly, or at least in away that dmost seemed ordinary, but this peculiar man
could not pull off thet trick. “They came over on the boat together, from Sainng,” he said. “Shewasa
child. She thought he was a perfect soldier. She learned better—but she couldn’t escape him. He
remained her superior. Hisrise controlled hers. But, finally, she managed to escape him and for afew
years they both were commanders, equas. And then the old generd died.”

Medric was only hdf articulating. In the twilight region between degp and wakefulness, he opened his
mouth and through speaking understood what he had no business knowing.

Medric opened hiseyes. “Am | making your skin crawl yet?’

“Yes” Garland said, and let out hisbreath. “ The milk isready, | think.”
“Y ou're being very hepful, you know.”

“Hepful for what? Why do you want to understand her like this?’

“To intrude on her, you mean? Oh, don’'t deny it—I know it ssems unsavory. But how else areweto win
thiswar, except by knowing the enemy better than they know us?’

Garland poured two mugs of milk, gave one to Medric, and then flavored his own with honey and spices,
the scent of which made Medric look digtinctly rueful. “The enemy,” Garland repeated. “'Y ou mean our
fathers people”

“Oh, I’'m atraitor no matter who | mean by ‘enemy,’” said Medric lightly. “And so are you. Y ou might
let me have jugt atiny bit of that cinnamon.”

Garland grated some cinnamon into Medric’s milk. The young seer’ s eyes closed as he breathed in the
amell. He said, till sniffing, No onein this house has ever asked meto be unprincipled, though. And they
won't ask it of you, ether.”

“Unless|’m asked to murder Karis swife,” said Garland recklesdy.

Medric’s spectacles had steamed up as he held his nose over the mug. He took them off, rubbed his
eyes, and said with terrible sadness, “ Etnil and |—we are aways exactly parald to each other, and we
couldn’t step on each other’ stoesif wetried. But Karis and Zanja, they had to fight their way into that
dance of theirs. Gods— it was exciting to watch.” He put his spectacles back on, found them ill steamy,
and irritably took them off again. “I won't deny that Zanja's murder was barbarous, heartless, and crudl,”
hesad. “But don't cal it unprincipled. Norinaloved her for her discipline. I loved her quickness. Emil,
well, he just loved her. Killing Zanjawas atriumph of principle over passon. It may have been the most
principled act of my life. | certainly hope I’ m never asked to do such athing again.”

After amoment, Medric added gloomily, “I’m better at being slly in Shaftalese.” He Spped hismilk, and
raised hiseyebrowsin surprise. “How did you do that?



“It just takes patience.”
“I"ll never be ableto doit, then.”

They sat along time without talking. The smell of baking bread began to suffuse the kitchen. The ravens
ontherail outsde cried hoarse curses at each other. Medric said, “ Thismilk is making me deepy.”

“It’ ssupposed to. What was the dream that woke you up?’
“| dreamed that the lieutenant-general was making love with a Shaftai cow farmer.”
“Huh!” said Garland after along silence. “ Are you sure?’

“I may be an addle-pate, but when a couple of people take off their clothes and tanglein abed like that,
it sdifficult to mistake what it isthey’ re doing.”

“What does your dream mean, though?’

Medric put on his spectacles, found them clear, and blinked at Garland quite deepily. “ She' sloyal to her
people, isn't she? Not confused, like us?” Hedidn't wait for an answer, but shook his head
sympatheticdly. “ She doesn’t even redlize what’ s happened to her yet.”

Chapter Twenty-Four

Clement noticed Gilly on horseback at the garden’ s edge, watching her and Captain Herme put the
reluctant soldiersthrough their drills—familiar drills, except that they were done in degp snow, wearing
snow shoes. The soldiersfloundered and lost their tempers. After Clement had dismissed them, she went
to stand at Gilly’ s<tirrup. He said, “1 redlly do admire your persistence. But what idiocy!”

Herme s company trailed ignominioudy off thefield, most of them dangling their snow shoes distastefully
from their hands. They would return to the work of building themsalves a barracks, and no doubt they
would complain about her al afternoon.

She said, “ So you too bdieve that Sainnites are naturally unable to cope with snow? Just like Shaftali are
naturaly incgpable of fighting?’

“No. | amaman of facts.”
“Fact is, those soldiers would dierather than learn something new.”
“Fact is, like anyone, they’ d rather be incgpable than incompetent.”

“It’' s hard to blame them, when observers call them idiotic. Well, it doesn't matter. | need for them to
learn to walk and fight on snow. And | outrank them.”

“Y ou outrank dmost everyone, from sheer endurance.”

“At least you have no illusons about my néative abilities.” She grinned up at him. The unflappable,
sure-footed horse pushed her gently, and she scratched his forehead aswell as could be done in heavy



gloves.

Gilly added, with atrace of genuine concern, “Oh, but the soldiers do hate you today.”
“Everyone hates me, lately. But not you, for some reason.”

“Make me wear snow shoesand I’ Il hate you too.”

“What are you doing here?’

“The gtoryteller’ s coming to hear some stories, and I'll be supervising, as usua. Come with me.”
“Any particular reason?’

“Noneat al.” Under her suspicious examination, hisface remained bland as hishorse' s, though much
udlier.

“Give me amoment to undo these bindings,” she said.

Since her return to Watfield, Clement had frequently glimpsed the storyteller, whose red silk clothing
could hardly be missed in aworld of white snow, gray dush, and even grayer woolen uniforms. Andin
the bitter evening cold, while walking past the refectory, Clement had sometimes heard the storyteller’'s
voice. Perhaps afew words, so crisply articulated they hardly seemed words at al, but notes of music,
might linger in Clement’ s ear. More often, she heard a a distance the roar of soldier’ svoices, and the
pounding of their hands and feet, which sgnaled another story told and now owed.

Waking a Gilly’ s stirrup, Clement commented, “1 don’t know that I’ d want to spend so much timein
that woman' s company as you' ve been spending. Seethat icicle?’ She pointed at an extraordinary one
that dangled from the eaves of an unfinished building. “That' s her. Not human at dl.”

Gilly gazed at theicicle. “ But her storiesdon’t make us cold,” he said.

The orytdler was waiting in the guard shed, huddled with the soldiers around the brazier, watching a
game of cards. The soldiers started guiltily as Clement looked in the door, and legpt to their feet ina
tangle of salutes. “Lieutenant-Generd,” said the captain. “Gilly was late, and we thought the storyteller
shouldn’t be left ganding in the snow.”

Clement said mildly, “Y ou shouldn’t have let her in.” In fact, the discipline of the gate guard was not her
concern, and the soldiers were probably confident that she wouldn’t report them.

The storyteller greeted her with cool courtesy, and as coolly said to Gilly on hishorse, “ Good day, L ucky
Man.”

“Good day, soryteller. | trust you are well.”
“I am. Y ou owe meten stories.”

“Youwill bepad.” Gilly added, asthey started down the Street, “I have a question for you. Do you ever
repeat astory?’

“No, never.”



“So what will you do, when you havetold usdl your stories?’

The storyteller walked beside Clement, sure-footed and precise on the dick paving stones that here and
there emerged fromice. “It will not happen.”

“Never? Y ou know, they’ re taking bets on how long you can continue without repesting yoursalf.”
The storytdler seemed unamused. *Y our peopl€e sstorieswill run out, but minewill not.”

Clement protested, “We Sainnites have along history!”

“No higtories,” said Gilly. “ Forbidden.”

“By command? Or by the storyteller’ s preference?’

“I hear whatever tale people chooseto tell,” said the storytdler. “So long asit is new to me.”

“If I told you how | got my flower bulbs,” began Clement.

“No persond tales,” interrupted Gilly.

“I hear whatever tale people chooseto tdll,” said the storyteller again, in atone so neutrd that alistener
might not even notice that she was contradicting Gilly.

Clement said, “But if you heard a story about flower bulbs, that isn't the kind of story you would then tell,
iSit?’

When at last Clement turned to see why the storytdller had not answered, she noticed first that the
woman continued to find her balance on the dippery stones, as easily and unconscioudy as a dancer.
Then she noticed that the storyteller was not even looking at her feet, but at her. Her attentiveness and
Slence both were deeply unsettling.

Clement felt irresstibly compelled to spesk. “Thiskind of story: Thefighting had been incessant, and it
wasthefirst time | had seen my mother in days. We had just heard that the enemy was coming over the
wall. She cameto the barracks, took me out into the garden, and we began digging. She wore a coat like
thisonel’m wearing, with big pockets. Wefilled her pockets with bulbs—all different kinds—until we
couldn’'t cram any more in. Then she picked me up, and ran with me. | looked over her shoulder and saw
the enemy coming down theroad. | could hear my mother gasping for bresth. | could fedl the great lump
of bulbsin her pocket, and | remember hoping that none of them would fall out.”

She stopped. Shefdt Gilly’ sgaze, but did not want to look at him. The genera’ s Lucky Man had been a
child beggar in aditch when she first met him. There was not much doubt that Cadmar had abused the
boy, those first few years. There were many topicsthat Clement and Gilly never discussed with each
other, including both their childhoods.

It wastime for one of her listenersto ask a question, to rescue Clement from embarrassment. But Gilly
was slent, and the storyteller did not appear to be capable of asking questions, or of engaging in anything
resembling anormal conversation. She said, “Y our mother’s power came to you through those flower
bulbs. Because she loved you, she rescued that power for you in the face of disaster. When | tell this
story, | will tell how you rescued that power for your child.”

Clement found she had lost her power of speech.

Gilly was gazing intently at theicicle-decorated eaves of ahaf-built building. He glanced a Clement,



finally. To her surprise, his glance was serious, with no mockery at al. He turned to the Storyteller and
asked the question Clement could not. “How will she do such athing?’

“When | tel that story,” the woman said, *then we will know how.”

In acrowded, dirty room, adozen soldiers gathered, al men from the same company, who had come
directly from the construction work. They had pulled bread and meet from their pockets and were egting
companionably and passing asurreptitious flask asthey awaited the storyteller. They legpt up in
confusion when Clement entered, and settled down again at her gesture, though now the flask was
nowhere to be seen. She could smdll forbidden spirits, though, and astink of dirt and sweet and dightly
rancid mesat. After Clement and the storyteller had helped Gilly to dismount, he had scarcely been ableto
walk. But now, as he sat and took a pen from behind his ear, an ink bottle from his pocket, and aroll of
paper from ingde his coat, he became the very mode of grimy officiousness. In fact, of everyonein the
room, only the storyteller wastruly clean, asthough even dirt could not adhereto her.

The soldiers began telling storiesdmost a once, their order of recitation apparently having been worked
out in advance. Half listening, Clement watched the storyteller, whose attention in turn was focused on
whoever spoke: an attention the likes of which Clement had never seen, not even in apredator whoselife
depended on such watchfulness. When one or another speaker began to falter salf-conscioudy, the
gtoryteller would ook away, to give him some rdief. Every singletime, she looked into Clement’ seyes
ingtead. Clement perceived nothing in that glance: not curiosity nor salf-consciousness nor weariness nor
wonder. Certainly, the storyteller didn’t care that Clement stared at her. In fact, she hardly even seemed
to notice.

Gilly, skimming hisligt, interrupted one man' s story, and then ancther, to say, “ Sorry, that one' s been
told.” For other stories, he wrote afew words down on his paper: atitle, or a description, Clement
supposed. After some mentd ciphering, Clement concluded that the woman probably had aready told,
and been told, well over two hundred stories. And if the Storytelling continued to winter’ send, it would
easly be more than athousand. Surely the soldiers were making bets on when the stories would run dry
because they had redlized, however vaguely, that the Storyteller was uncanny, and that she was doing
something that should have been impossible. But, apparently, it had occurred to no one, except perhaps
to Gilly, that extraordinary events are seldom benign.

The storyteller wasin the refectory, being served an early supper so she could be refreshed and ready to
perform when the med bell was rung. Clement and Gilly stood out in the chilly street, both of them on
foot now. Asaways, Gilly crouched over his cane like an old man, but he looked even older in winter,
and inthelast few years hishair had begun to go gray. Clement took off her hat and brushed ahand
self-conscioudly across her own hair, close-clipped for the helmet she hardly ever wore anymore. Was
she aso going gray? Shetried to think of when she had last looked into amirror.

“That Sorytdller ismorethan strange,” she said. “ Sheis supernatura.”
Gilly gave her that peculiar sidewayslook of his, but did not spesk.
“Issheawitch?’ Clement asked.

Hesad, “I believe she haswhat the Shaftali call an elemental talent, an unusud ability that givesa



remarkable shapeto her thinking. If shewere awitch, though, she' d be turning her storiesinto redlity.”
“If Cadmar knew about this. . .”

Gilly looked grimly down at his hand gripping the cane. “ The soldiers adore her. I’ d hate to take her
away from them for no good reason, after such ayear asthey’ ve had to endure.”

“I think,” said Clement, “that you yoursdlf might like her alittle”
Helooked sideways at her again. “A monstrous cregture like her?’

They were slent until Gilly added, quietly, “ She must be aware of what danger she puts hersdlf in by
entering these gates. But she seemsincapable both of fear and of sdlf-protection.”

“lan’t she as much adanger to us?’

Gilly said, “ Y ou think she' saPdadin spy? With that memorable face? Dressed in extremely visble
flame-red slk? Always the center of attention?’

“Wadll, if shewas lurking about trying to beinvisible, she wouldn’'t have soldiers blabbing to her for hours
every day with officid permisson.”

“What one thing has she been told today that could be even remotedly useful to our enemies?’
“It'snot what they’ retelling her that matters,” said Clement. “1t’ sthe habit of teling.”

“Yes” sad Gilly. “The habit of teling. And the novelty of being heard. It matters, yes. But how isit
dangerous?’

Clement could not think of when she had felt so unbalanced, so utterly confounded. Gilly’ s steadiness, his
very seriousness, only contributed to the sensation. She wanted him to make ajoke of the entire
afternoon. But he clung to his cane asthough he feared he would fal over, frowned distantly at theicy
ground, and waited for her to speak.

Surely something the storyteller had said to Gilly had unnerved him aso. Perhaps, because of her, he now
shared with Clement thislingering sensation that he had overlooked the possibilities of hislife. But the
sensation would pass, and they would gill be what they were.

Clement said, “Wéll, we can forbid the storyteller to enter the garrison. Or we can arrest her and do to
her what we do to witches. Or we can pretend like we haven't noticed a bloody thing, and let the
soldiers hear her tales.” She paused. “ Do you think you can make certain she has no other conversations
like the one she had with me today? With anyone? Including yoursel f?’

Therewasaslence. “Yes” Gilly sad.
“Has Cadmar showed any interest in hearing her tales?”
“None”

“Let’smake certain hedoesn't.” The bdl wasringing. “Shdl wego in?” Shetook hisarm, and fet him
leaninto her.

It was the first time Clement had sat down in that room to watch the Soryteller’ s performance. The eager
soldiers struggled with each other for the best spots, but they had left a seat for Gilly, and Clement sat in
the place the storyteller vacated. A soldier said, “Lieutenant-General, you' ve not come here before?



You'll beamazed.”

She turned to the soldier, and found a hard-faced, embittered veteran, who had aready turned away
from her tolook up at the storyteler with an expression of childish anticipation. “Why?’ said Clement.

“Oh, she'sgood.” The veteran put aringer to her lips. “Thisisthe best part.”

What followed was aripple of slence, and the tension of anticipation. The storyteller waited on the stage
of the tabletop: poised, taut, intent. Just as Clement thought the performer had waited too long, she
spoke. “I am acollector of tales, and | will trade, story for story. Thisisatale of the Juras people, who
are giantsin an empty land, whose voices are S0 big they sing thelight into the stars.”

Shetold the tae of the grass-lion and the buffalo, which Clement thought was about the dangers of
underestimating the enemy, or of overestimating onesdf, or perhaps of being so supid asto assumethere
isno more to be understood about the world. The storyteller told five more tales, and each onewas a
disappointment to Clement, for none of them was atale of magical flower bulbs.

“Oh, dear,” Gilly said. “Clem, | fear you arein trouble. Something very odd is happening to you.”
But he added, after awhile, “At least get Cadmar’ s permission.”

Clement made certain Cadmar wasin ajovia mood, which, after so many yearswith him was not too
difficult to engineer. He laughed at her request, which she expected, and then granted it. He liked to think
he was generous with hisinferiors, especidly in mattersthat wereirrdlevant to and not inconvenient to
him.

Clement rode to Alrin’s house early one cold afternoon, aone and unexpected. Marga must have been
out, for the storyteller opened the door and admitted her without comment. She was not wearing her
performance clothes, but Alrin’stailor certainly had been exercising his skills on her: her wool suit was
austere, not impractical, and very flattering. Clement had been curious what possessed the courtesan to
takein this unconventiona lodger, but, watching the uncanny woman go up the stairs to announce
Clement’ s presence, it occurred to Clement that Akin might smply beindulging in a passion for exotic
decoration.

“She asks you to come upgtairs,” said the storyteller when she returned.
“Youdidtdl her—7?’
“Busness. Asyou sad.”

Clement made her own way to Alrin’sroom. The courtesan lay in bed, supported by pillows, with the
lamp lit and an account book beside her. Her round belly jutted before her. “Y ou’ re not well?” Clement
sad.

Alrin waved agraceful hand. “ Oh, it s nothing. Marga made me see the midwife, and now | must lie abed
al day. I'm sure you wish that you might suffer s0.”

Clement was particularly glad that she had managed to bring a gift, which she now unpacked from its
makeshift wrappings. The pottery cup was no more than a broken discard found outside the refectory.
The cup wasfull of plain water and ordinary stones, but the bulb planted in it had bravely and insouciantly
put forth its buds, and just that morning one of the buds had cracked open to release apde pink flower.



Alrin exclamed, “Oh, what a scent! How did you convinceit to bloom so early?’

“Soldier’ s secret.” Clement set the broken cup with its perfumed contents on the nearby table. As she
stood at the foot of the bed, watching Alrin breathe in the scent again and again, each time with fresh
pleasure, she had the amazed idea that perhaps she had accomplished one worthwhile, though extremely
amadl, thing thisyear.

“What do you want from me?’ Alrin findly asked.
“I would like,” Clement said, “to adopt your child.”
“Surely you are not serious.”

“Very serious.” Clement looked around, found achair nearby, drew it closer to the bed, and st init.
“How much will it take?’

“Y ou could gtart by being aman,” Alrin said.

This directness was new, and very strange. Perhaps, since Alrin’ sretirement had been thrust upon her
early by thisillness, she had begun to practice bluntnessin preparation for her new career.

Clement said, “If | had pretended to be acting as Cadmar’ sintermediary, you' d give methe child, and
never know the money wasn't his.”

“But you didn't.”

“Of course not.”

They both were sllent. The heady scent of the newly opened flower gradudly filled the room.
Alrinfindly sad, “I'm stunned by this proposal.”

That was when Clement knew she had a chance, for if there had been no hope, Alrin would have smply
refused. Clement said, “If | were aman, how much would it take to outhid the other candidates?’

Alrinrather ddicately named asum.
Clement offered substantidly more than that.
Alrinlooked involuntarily at her closed account book.

Clement stood up. “Let me know when you have made up your mind. | have ajourney to makein afew
days, and may be gone from the garrison for sometime. But Gilly will act as my agent in my absence, and
he has accessto my funds.”

Alrin said in some surprise, “Isheyour brother?’

Clement felt rather blank. But surely it should have been asmple question? Shefindly answered, “Gilly is
what | have.”

Chapter Twenty-Five



On any night, Garland might open his eyesto the glow of Medric’s candle, ared blur behind the curtain
that divided the attic. Medric’' s pen might be scratching, or he might be steedily, rhythmically turning the
pages of abook, or he might be mixing anew batch of ink. Sometimes he muttered to himsdlf, and
Garland might wonder deepily how anyone could possibly work in such cold. One night, though, Garland
awakened to Medric’svoice, raised in excitement, and Emil’ svoice, moderately responding. Garland got
up, and peered cautioudy through the curtain. Emil sat on the edge of the bed with a sheaf of paperson
hisknees. Medric, lenses aglow with candldight, talked wildly, hislong, thin fingersflickering inthe cold
ar.

Emil spotted Garland and said wryly, “ Sometimes we have nightslike this. There sno point in begging
himto bequiet.”

“Oh, my brother!” Medric cried. “It’ sfinished! And you can read it, too!”

Garland said groggily, “I still can't read.” For athough he had been sharing Leeba s alphabet lessons, he
suspected he had quite a distance to go.

“But Emil will read it to you. HE safinereader.”

Emil tugged at the tangle of blankets. “Do get in the bed, Garland, and listen for awhile. | would consider
itagresat favor.”

The effort of getting the bedding straightened out was enough to wake Garland up completely. “Blessed
day,” Emil grumbled, shivering in his underclothes. “How did these blankets get to be such amess? And
Medric, why must you and | always be condemned to the one room without a fireplace?’

“It'sfor the books, redly,” sad Medric. “They likeit airy.”

“But why must we deegp with them? A man might be forgiven for wishing he might occasondly bejust a
little comfortable.”

“Oh, no, no, no,” Medric admonished him. “Not alittle, not even for amoment! Shafta isa
discomforting mistress”

Garland got rather salf-conscioudy under the blankets, which were extremely heavy but not at all warm,
and Emil tucked a stae-smélling pillow under his head. “ That was aremarkable thing you did with that
fowl tonight,” he said. Beyond him, Medric bounced excitedly on histoes, apparently trying to jump out
of hisskin. “1 haveto say,” continued Emil, “it’ sapleasure to see Karisfinaly putting on that weight she
lost from being sick this spring. She was looking an awful lot like asmoke addict again, and | wasfinding
it unsettling. Present miseries are bad enough, without always being reminded of past ones.”

Garland said, “Karisused to look like a smoke addict? Why?’

“Because shewasone.” Emil got under the blankets beside Garland, and muttered, “Wadll, that was
hardly worth the effort. Do you think we have even ahope of becoming warm?’

Garland, trying and failing to imagine Karis as one of those numbed, obsessed, starved, shadow-people
that in the last few years had become increasingly rarein Shaftd, replied rather vaguely, “No hope at dl.”

“What isthe matter, Medric?’ said Emil innocently.

Medric pushed the sheaf of papersat him. “1 beg you! Read! Inyour clear, compelling, quavering—"



“—candid, cantankerous—" said Emil.
“—querulous voice!”

Smiling, Emil picked up the first page and held it a an angle to capture the candlelight. “A Higtory of My
Father’ s People,” heread. “Being an Account of the Sainnites, and How They Cameto Shaftal, a
Discussion of How to Understand Them, and Why They are Doomed.”

He put down the sheet and rubbed hiseyes. “ A very specific and compdling title. Who could resst
reading the book?’

Medric rubbed his hands glegfully. “I should think that no one could resst! And at thistime of yesr,
there’ snothing el se to do anyway, and thanks to the Sainnites, there' s nothing to read.”

“They can cook,” interjected Garland.
“While someone reads to them.”
“Andfix things” said Emil.

“But someone will read to them while they work! Twenty or thirty people a once might hear asingle
reading. And then they’ll bring it to their neighbors, who will bring it to their neighbors. . . I” Unableto
contain himself, Medric legpt to hisfeet, with the quilt in which he was wrapped trailing him like acloak.
But the attic wasfilled with books—floor to celling—and he could only walk three paces before heran
into apile of stacked crates. Nose to nose with the crate, he cried, “We' Il print five hundred copiest And
two hundred thousand people will have read it by spring mud!”

“I know better than to question your ciphering,” Emil said, “But there are afew practical problems.”
Medric snorted dismissvely.
Garland said to Emil in alow voice, “Arethe Sainnites really doomed?’

“Hmm.” Emil leafed through the sheets, and gradudly hisface became nearly asgleeful asMedric's.
“Look at those numbers! That’ s got to be giving some poor officer any number of deepless nights. They
have only afew hundred children, and it takes as many as ten to replace one dead soldier? They're
doomed, dl right! Medric, bring the candle, will you?” Medric sat on the bed with the candlein his hand,
grinning like amaniac. In asteady, clear voice, Emil began to read, interrupted only by Medric’'s
occasiona snort or chuckle.

The people you call Sainnites would more properly be called Carolins— born into a soldier caste
that happened to serve under the warlord of Sainna. My father served that warlord with honor
until he was driven out of Sainna by fellow Carolins, who served different warlords and were
simply following orders. My father was just a young man then and it’ s difficult to say how
accurate his version of eventsis, but | have talked to several other veterans and they all tell a
similar story, so | believeit istrue enough. They say the lord of Sainna was a greedy man whose
holdings encompassed a great stretch of sea coadt, including several important harbors. In
Shaftal, the harbors are important to the fisherfolk who ride the high tides over the rocks that will
wreck their ships at lower tides; in the harbors the fishing boats can safely unload and can take
shelter from the storms that make navigation so hazardous. But in Sainna, the harbors were big
and deep, accessible at any tide, with long docks that served ships two or three times the size of



the largest Shaftali fishing boat. These harbors were places that people went to make their
fortunes, young people hoping to sign on as sailors, merchants with money to invest, hoping to sell
a boatload of something to another country at a profit, and the Lord of Sainna himself, who
collected inordinate shipping taxes and regularly punished his land bound neighbors by refusing to
let themtravel to the coast or to use his harbors. So the day came that three of the neigh* boring
warlords banded together against him, having agreed in advance that they each would get one of
Sainna’ s ports and a corridor to the sea. Their Carolin soldiers were no better fighters than those
of Sainna, but the numbers were overwhelming, and they literally drove the army of Sainna into
the sea. Eventually, the refugees reached Shaftal, far to the north, after a hazardous crossing of
an unfriendly sea that sometimes is covered with floating ice mountains.

My father was eighteen, more than old enough to fight, a marksman of some renown already, but
who was, he used to tell me, of no use at all in that last, chaotic battle where it was all
hand-to-hand fighting and there was no time for loading pistols. He survived unscathed by simple
luck and can scarcely remember his escape, he was so bewildered and exhausted with fighting. He
had four close friends of his own age, and by the time he was climbing the ladder to board a
commandeered ship, all of hisfriends had disappeared and he never saw them again, nor did he
know what had become of them. Of all the griefs he bore in his short life—for he was dead at
thirty-five—it was the loss of those friends that weighed most heavily on him, for though there are
many criticisms my father’s people justly deserve, it can’t be said that they aren’t loyal to their
friends.

My father drew a map once, of that faraway land he hailed from. He could not read or write, but
he remembered where the major rivers and boundaries lay, and where an army on the move
might easily travel, and what lord ruled what territory. He had studied that map as a boy, for like
all Carolins, his life depended upon knowing where he was and where he was going. Still, he
might leave on a journey through a friendly neighbor’ s territory and have the friend turn enemy
before the journey’ s end, and there was nothing he could do to save his life then.

Lately, travel in Shaftal has also gotten hazardous, for there are bandits and hostile farmholds
where before they were unheard of. Sill, it is difficult for a Shaftal-born person to imagine what
my father’s homeland was like: | have caught glimpses of it in my dreams, an easy, sunny place of
gentle winds and fertile soil, crisscrossed by guarded boundaries and walls to keep one lord from
encroaching on another’ sterritory. The soil isrich because of all the blood that’ s been spilled in
defense or attack, and some of the slights over which these lords still battle are centuries old. |
asked my father once to explain it tome, why the people all are willing to die over some high
lord’ s whim, and my father was angry with me that | did not instinctively understand the
requirements of a soldier’ shonor.

To understand the Carolins—the Sainnites, as they are called here—it is necessary to understand
what they mean by honor. To discipline oneself to accept and fulfill one' s station and to do it with
pride, that is honor. To do as commanded without question or hesitation, that is honor. To want
with all your heart and soul for your people, whoever they are, to gain ascendancy at any cost,
that is honor. To dishonor oneself, then, isto question tradition, to think for oneself, to desire
differently from one’ s father or mother. These are the things a Carolin soldier will never do, or at
hast will not admit to.

| am, by Carolin standards, a dishonorable man. | suppose | should disclose this fact early, so that
you might slam this book shut in disgust if that is your bent, and not waste further timeonit. | am
writing this book that you might understand the tragedy of my father’s people, how their honor has
brought them to the point of extinction in this land they once thought their refuge. And yet | am



writing in my mother’ s tongue, Shaftalese, because it is the Shaftali people who most need to learn
from this history. The worst thing they have done to you, who are my mother’ s people, was not to
destroy your government, take your food and children, deny your traditions, or outlaw your
greatest powers. The wor st thing they have done is to replace your version of honor with theirs.
They are making you, the Shaftal people, into Carolins. So when you read this book, read it not as
a history of the enemy, but as a history of your own future: what will happen to Shaftal when the
Carolins are extinct, but live on in you and your children. Rather than defeat the enemies, you
must change them—or else, someday, their story will be your story.

Thetext continued, but Garland fell adeep. When he awvoke to rising daylight, Emil and Medric were il
huddled together in the bed with him, with pages of the manuscript scattered about. They seemed to be
arguing their way through it, word by word, and inexplicably enjoying themsalves so much that it had not
occurred to them to go to deep. Garland stumbled downstairsto light the ovens and knead the bread
dough. His hands knew their work, and he shaped hisloavesin adaze of deepy satisfaction.

Karis appeared and went outside with the scrap bucket, and soon Garland could hear the ringing of her
ax. Then Medric poked his head in the kitchen door and asked, “Did you tell her?’

“Tdl who what?’'

“Very good.” Medric disappeared, and Garland heard him go out the front door. “Karisl” he caled.
“Karis, Karis, Karigl”

The ax fdl slent. Garland | eft hisloavesto rise and his ovensto heat, put on his coat, and took another
coat from the hook for Medric. Outside, the ravens fought over the scrapsthat Karis had spilled across
the snow. The ax, driven into the ssump, quivered in the cold glare of the sun. Karis and Medric sat
together at the top of the porch steps. Her hair stuck out tiffly below her cap; her eyes were as blue and
crigp asthe sky. Garland put Medric’'s coat on him.

“| did wonder what we were hauling a printing press around for,” Karis said to Medric. “But does
anyone know how to useit?| doubt it.”

“Oh, you're asbad asEmil,” Medric said. “It doesn’t matter, Karis. It'sjust a machine. You'll figureit
ajt_”

“Not necessarily. | never learned to cook or sew.”

“Your hands are too big, and you just didn’t like the idea. But you like the idea of printing abook, don’t
you?’

She looked a him askance. “I think you' d better get J han to mix you a potion.”

Leaning on thewal nearby, Garland began to laugh helplesdy. He muffled hisfacein hiscollar.
“Youthink,” Karis added, “that we can typeset, print, and bind five hundred books.”

“Emil knows book-binding.”

“But the typesetting, Medric! It takesyearsof training!”

“It only hasto be readable, though. And we haveto do it.”



“Oh, wdl, if we have to...,” shesaid sarcagticdlly.

“Good!” Apparently having become aware of the cold, Medric huddled, grinning, in his coat. “Emil and
J han between them must know practicaly everyone worth knowing in Shaftd. We Il get the booksto
their friends, and they’ll givethem to their friends. . .”

“We?' said Karis. “How, exactly? In dead of winter? Y ou are mad.”

He nodded so enthusiastically that his neck appeared pliable asanoodle. Karis gazed at him with fond
exasperation. “Tdl me, master seer,” she said, “We need dedges to move the books, but how can | build
dedges without any wood?’

He gestured expansively at the nearby trees.
“Green wood will betoo heavy.”

“Widl, you'll think of something.” He yawned so aoruptly and prodigioudy that Garland yawned with him
insympathy.

“And what of Long Night?” she asked.

Medric looked for amoment like he didn’t know what she wastaking about. 1 can't seethat far,” he
findly confessed. “Too many possihilities, too much unknown. If | knew that Zanjaknows sheisdive...
or if | knew what the creaturein her skinisdoing ... or if | knew anything about her, redly ...” He
seemed, then, suddenly human: crestfalen, hisfierce enthusiasm burnt to ashes, hiswild certainties
revealed as mere guesswork.

“Isit timeto send araven to Watfie d?’
“No, no, | think not. Not yet. Restrain yoursdlf.”
“You're hardly the oneto lecture me about restraint!”

“Hardly,” he said agreeably. “By thelands, | am exhausted. | don’t even know why. I'm going to bed

When he was gone, Karis glanced at Garland. “He doesn’'t know why he’ stired? One conversation with
him and I’ m exhausted.”

“You just need some breskfast.” Garland’ sface, stiff with cold, fdt asif it would crack.
“Will you cook eggs? Should | go down the hill and get us some?’

Garland squatted with his back against the house' s sturdy stone side. “ The G’ deon of Shaftal wantsto
walk two milesin the snow to fetch her cook some eggs?’

“Yes.” Shedtretched her long legs, and her feet reached to the bottom step. “1 have no patience,
Garland. Zanjaliked to comment on her lack of patience, though asfar as anyone could see, her patience
was supernatura. She could wait with such stillness that she practicaly disappeared. All the while, she
was dlently, motionlesdy, unnoti ceably—exploding.”

Garland couldn’'t see Karis sface. She was looking across the snow’ s aching glare. But her big, dirty
hands, belying the quiet, steady tone of her voice, had clenched into fists.

Garland sad, “ Thetwo of you were abit dike, | guess.”



Karislooked at him. “Let me fetch some eggs. It'll be another hour in which I won't go mad. | can
gretch it out to two hours, probably, by chatting with the farmers about their livestock. When | get home,
you'll feed me alot of good food, and only then will | haveto figure out what to do with the rest of the
day. Maybe I'll be lucky enough that someone will break something, so | canfix it.” Shesghed. “The

G’ deon of Shaftd?’ she said belatedly.

“Theré salot | don't understand about that. But these learned people insist that’ swhat you are.”
Karissaid dryly, “I"ve heard that rumor too. But | never gave it much credence. Do we need eggs?’
“I'mafrad not.”

“A kind man would havelied.”

“One never knowswhen a Truthken might be listening.”

Shetilted her head back to look at him. The corners of her eyes were crinkled with squinting into the sun.
“Youmustn't like us, Garland. It’ sterribly dangerous. We Il catch you up in some mad scheme. WE
make you pack up your pots and abandon that sweet oven, in dead of winter, to trudge about in the teeth
of various snowstorms, trying to convince a bunch of bored farmersto read a seditious book.”

“Oh, | don't mind.” Garland looked at her sun-brilliant eyes, her weathered skin, the twisted mess of her
hair. “To have my own kitchen used to be my life€ sambition,” he added in some amazement. “It was not

too long ago.”
“Oh, for pity’ s sake. What hasthat crazy seer doneto you?’

Garland tried to think of an answer. He did not think Medric was even to blame.

Karis continued, with an agitation that seemed atogether unfeigned, “We come to you with our weary
spirits, our broken hearts, our extremely baffled minds, and you make us biscuits, sausageralls, jam
buns, poached eggs with that amazing sauce, seed cakes, roast fowl varnished with that delicious shiny
Suff—"

“Raspberry jam glaze.”

“I walk into your realm, and you hand me something to est. Whatever it istastes so good that my fears
and worries drop dead on the spot. | sit there with my mouth full, knowing nothing but how good it is. It
ig't food, Garland. It’'s sanity.”

Garland picked flakes of dried dough off hishands. He felt quite speechless.

“Don’t change,” shesaid.

“I'll stop cooking for you when you stop needing to eat. And | don’t need akitchen.”

“Isthat apromise?|’ll hold you toit.” Shewaslaughing. She had no ideawhat she had just given him.
Garland managed to say after awhile, “ Can you explain something?’

“Explaning things, that' swhat Emil does”

“But | have trouble understanding him, he uses so many words.”

She glanced back at him. “He does that to entertain Medric. Words are as good as sex to those two.”



“Oh,” Garland said. Then, as comprehension belatedly cameto him, he exclaimed, “Oh!”

Shewas grinning. “But Emil can be perfectly plain spoken; just ask him. What do you want meto
explan?You undergtand I'll do it badly?’

“Why isit soimportant that you don’t take any action, if inaction is driving you mad?’

Garland began to wish he hadn’t asked, after awhile. He could see that Karis slight spirits had gotten
heavy, and she was squinting across the yard again, as though she could see through the woods, down
the mountain, across the rough landscape of that rocky land, al the way to Watfield. And perhaps, he
redlized suddenly, that was precisely what she was doing. It was adazzling, unnerving possibility. She
sad at last, “Imagine you' ve got atray of food balanced on one hand. And you need to add something

redly heavy tothetray.”
“A steamed pudding?’

“Y es, asteamed pudding. The only place you can safely put that pudding isin the middle of the tray, right
above your hand. If you get it even dightly wrong, the entire meal goesto thefloor.”

Garland could amogt seeit: the shattered plates, the splattered gravy, the flying pess, the dismayed cook,
the ravenous diners sartled by the disaster. “1’ d be very careful where | put that pudding,” he said.

“Wel, I'mthe pudding.”

“Oh.” Therewasalong silence. “I do need eggs after dl,” Garland findly said. “And | waswondering if
you could—" He hagtily considered hislong list of chores. “If you could sharpen my knives. And don't
you need to figure out how that press works? And where to get some wood for dedges?’

“Somuchtodo,” said Karisgratefully. “And | haven't even chopped the firewood yet. I d better get

Chapter Twenty-Six

It was ahowling night, one of those godawful storms that made Clement wonder how humankind ever
managed to get afoothold in this dreadful land. She had been checking on the progress of her dedgesin
the carpentry shed. The armorers had findly finished the runners, which should have been smple enough
to fabricate, and al that remained to be done was the harness work. Soon Clement’ s soldiers, who had
findly developed a sullen competence with snow-shoes, would have something new to learn and
complain about.

She built up thefirein her smdl, plain room, but unless she stood right on the hearth she couldn’t fed the
warmth. The night bell had long since rung, Gilly would be deep in adrugged deep, and Clement decided
she might aswell go to bed. Like all soldiers, she had saved up her housekeeping tasks for winter, and
could have done some mending, or put anew coat of paint on her table. But it wastoo cold.

There was aknock at her door and she opened it with her tunic haf unbuttoned. A man with snow thick
on hishood gave her ashivering sdute. “Lieutenant-Generd, the storytdller is at the gate.”



“The storyteller? What is she doing here at this hour?’
“She saysyou must comewith her a once. Bring the money, she says.”
They exchanged baffled looks.

“The storytdller can be abit close-mouthed,” said the gate guard. “ So | thought you ought to talk to her
yourself. I'm sorry, though. It' sawretched night.”

“Here, stand by thefirefor abit, not that it' Il do you much good, since that wind is blowing directly down
the chimney.”

After she'd bundled up in every warm piece of clothing she had, which she was certain would still not be
enough, Clement |eft the guard still shivering by her poor fire and went downgtairsto Gilly’ sroom. She
didn’t bother to pound on his door, but smply went in and shook him vigoroudy by the shoulder until he
mumbled. “What?’

“I haveto go into town.”

“Clem?’ Heturned his head and blinked blearily & her. “That wind,” he said, articulating carefully, “will
flay you.”

“Héll, I'm half frozen and | haven't even been outside yet. Gilly—I think Alrin’s decided to accept my
offer.”

“Congratulations,” hesaid dryly. “Y ou' ve succeeded in completely mystifying me. And why are you
going out? Have you explained aready, when | was adeep?’

“The storyteller’ s been sent to fetch me, and she wasn't too forthcoming with the gate guard. But—"

“Oh, Clem!” With hisface muffled in the pillow, Gilly uttered agrunt of laughter. “Y ou’ re about to
become amother.”

“I'mafraid s0.”

“Ealy.”

“Apparently.”

“Unprepared.”

“Deperatdy.”

“What do you expect meto do about it?’

“Explain my absence to Cadmar, will you?If I'm not back by morning.”
“Clem,” Gilly said, as she stepped away. “What are you going to do with it?’
“Withwhat?’

“With the baby.”

Gilly was just ashadow in the darkness, but she stared at him. “What do you mean?’

“When Alrin handsyou her baby,” Gilly said, “ What are you going to do with it?”



Shefound hersdlf incapable of reply. When sheleft Gillysroom, he was il laughing, and she could
hardly blamehim.

When Clement findlly reached the gate, having first awakened the garrison clerk to get her funds out of
the lockbox, the storyteller waited in shelter, huddled by the brazier dongside the lone guard in the shack.
At the sght of Clement, sherose quickly, wrapped a muffler around her face, and pulled on apair of
fur-lined gloves.

They went out into the storm. Clement was still speechless, but in any case, the storm would have made
conversation impossible. A miserable journey, staggering down narrow roads with the wind blasting like
ariver down acanyon. One step at atime, tears freezing on her lashes, face numb, feet like blocks at the
end of her legs. A killing wind, flinging ice like daggers. Shutters banged, apiece of date torn loosefrom
aroof shattered at her feet. “Bloody hdl!” The storyteller glanced at her, her eyes a smear of black,
rimmed in white snow stuck to the wool that wrapped her face. They staggered on.

Thewind was barred from Alrin’shouse, but Hill it roared, only somewhat muffled by laiched shutters,
locked doors, and heavy curtains. A singlelamp flame flickered in the hall; the house seemed empty. The
gorytdler pulled the muffler from her face. Clement followed her to the kitchen, where together they built
up the fire and then unwrapped themsalves. When Clement’ s face had thawed enough, she asked, “How
long until the child isborn?’

The storytdler somped snow from her boots. “I will ask the midwife.” Sheleft the kitchen.

A chair was drawn up to the fire, with awork basket besideit. Clement sat down, shivering, and waited.
She waited along time. Once, she thought she heard agroan or cry, but it could have been thewind. The
soryteler returned. “The midwife cannot say how long it will be.”

“But Alrin has borne severa children.”
The storytdller held her hands out to the fire; her fingers were still gray with cold. “Thisoneisdifferent.”

She swung the kettle over the fire, and then went moving about the dark kitchen. Distracted, still thawing
out, Clement stared into the fire until the kettle began to utter enthusiastic spurts of steam. Then she
watched the storyteller make tear asurprisingly fussy process of Pouring small quantities of water,
waiting, swirling the pot, sniffing the steam, and adding more water. Therich, grass-and-flower scent of
the tea brought Clement out of her daze. “I’ ve never seen anyone maketealike that.”

The storytdller paused.

“Usudly, they just pour thewater and let it Sit.”
“Thisistheway | know.”

“How do you know it?’

The storytdller poured some water, took another sniff, and put on the lid. She brought over theteatable,
on which she had laid bread and butter, and a selection of cold foods. pickles, cheese, sdt meat, jam.
She poured the tea, and Clement took asip. Whether due to the method or to the ingredients, it was
delicious.



“I can't answer your question,” the storyteller said. “1 know many things but I don’'t know how | cameto
know them.”

After amoment, Clement said, “1 suppose having no memories could be ablessng.”

The storytdller said nothing, as though loss and gain were no more important to her than they wereto a
dumb beast. She drew a stool up to the fire, and took a cup of tea.

Clement sipped her teaand waited, and the storyteller never became impatient, never looked at her
questioningly, never seemed restless at dl. She held the teacup in her pams of her hands and warmed her
fingerswith it. Her solitary, remarkably long braid lay across her wool-clad back like amidaid piece of
yarn. Her boots steamed in the heat of the hearth.

Clement said, “| haven’t even considered what to do with this baby when it’sborn. | suppose | assumed
I’d have timeto ... do whatever | am supposed to do.”

Thestorytdler said, *'Y ou must find someoneto nurseit. A woman in milk, who will raise this baby
beside her own, or whose own child is dead, or has been taken from her.”

“I have no idea how to find such awoman.”

“The midwifewill know.” There was aslence, and the storytdler added, “1t may be difficult.”
“Youmeanit will cost me even more money?’

“The Shaftali people do not raise children casualy.”

While Clement watched in stunned silence, the storyteller sipped her teauntil the cup was empty. “The
child could die, Clement findly said. ”While I’m running around looking for ayoung, willing woman with
milk in her breests. . .

The gorytdler nodded indifferently. “The Laughing Man isdoing hiswork tonight.”
“TheLaughing Man?’

The storytedller reached into her boot and took out apack of cards. Without looking, as though she knew
the cards by fed, shetook one out: a primitive woodcut of aman, laughing glesfully inthe midst of a
wrecked house. The storyteller’ sfingertip touched the red symbol stamped on one corner. “Thisglyph
meansfate, or chance. The Laughing Man'’ s actions are so unexpected, and their effect is so profound,
that hisvictimsthink it isabitter joke. He destroys everything—even trust and hope. But thereisone
power that can counteract his.” Shetook out another card: acircle of people, amin arm. “Fellowship,”
shesad.

Clement said, findly, asthe storyteller secured the pack with aleather thong, “ To own these cardsis
illegd. To use them, to know how to use them, to use them in front of a Sainnite officer .. . !”

Silent, serious, fearless, the storytdler tucked the cards into her boot.

The strangest aspect of thiswoman’s madness was how sane it seemed, how utterly coherent. If Clement
asked the storyteller where she got her cards, or how she learned to read them, the storyteller certainly
would respond that she did not remember. But she used them, as she used everything, asatool for
storytelling. She was not afriend or alover, amember of atribe, of afamily; she had no past and neither
feared nor desired the future. She was astoryteler only, and that was what both explained her coherence
and defined her madness.



The doryteller gazed a Clement: along gaze, incurious, unblinking.

Clement said, “Don’t let anyone else see those cards, or you will be adead woman. Do | oweyou a
gory now?’

“Youtold meastory dready, atae of awoman who contracted to buy a child without redizing that she
aso had to make ahomefor it.”

Clement snorted. “A ridiculoustale. Who wouldn’t redlize—" | here was a sound from upgtairs, a
wrenching cry of asort Clement had heard too often in her life, but dways before on a battlefield. “My
mother’ sgodd!”

She legpt to her feet, but the storyteller’ svoice stopped her. Margawill not alow you into the room.”
“She'sdying!”
“Yes” The gorytdler picked up her empty cup from thefloor, and re-filled it.

The house again lay ill, asilence wrapped around by howling wind. The Laughing Man leaves wreckage
in hiswake, inevitably, unstoppably. Clement returned eventudly to the chair; there was nothing she
could do.

Sometime before dawn, the storm began to lose itsforce. Clement was awakened by the storyteller
building up the fire. She had dept in the chair, covered by a blanket, but the storyteller had perched
unmoving on the stoal dl night. Now, she siwung the kettle over flame once again, and began theritud of
making another pot of tea. Clement said, “ Has something happened?’

Her reply was afaint rapping at the front door. The storyteller went to answer it, and quickly returned.
“The Lucky Manishere”

“What?’ Clement legpt to her feet, snatched the corner of the blanket out of the cod's, and then wrapped
it around hersdlf like ashawl. She went out into the bitter chill, into acity glazed with ice, with drifts of
snow piled head-high by the harsh wind. A snow plow, dragged by two massive, sseaming plow-horses,
worked itsway dowly down the street. At Alrin’ s gate, which was half buried in adrift of snow, Gilly
waited on horseback, attended by ared-cheeked, shivering young soldier. The storyteller came out
behind Clement, with cups of teaemitting clouds of steam in the chill. She gave oneto Gilly and oneto
his aide, then disappeared into the house again.

Clement said vaguely, “It' samost asif the Storytdler knew that you were coming.”

“People with taentslike hers often have some prescience.” Gilly gulped histea. “Any word?’
“Not yet.”

Gilly looked grim. “ And Alrin has been laboring dl night?’

“The storytdler implies...” Clement took too deep a breath, and choked on the searing air. “ Gods, Gilly,
what are you doing here?’

“The sorytdler sayswhat?’

“Alrinwill die”



“Waell.” He gulped histeaagain, and handed Clement first the cup, then the basket that rested before him
onthesaddle. “I’'ve madeinquiries. But it will not be easy to find anurse. Meanwhile, | think I’ ve gotten
everything you need, even some milk.” He spoke briskly, no doubt to cover his embarrassment.

She stared at him, speechless from gratitude and deeplessness.

He continued, “Ask the midwife to show you how to carefor the child. And offer her acommission for
helping you to find anurse. But don’t offend her.”

“How would | do that?’ she asked humbly.

“By giving her orders asthough shewereasoldier.”

“Gilly ... | can’t keep ababy in the garrison!”

“I'll tell Cadmar it’ stemporary. Now get indde.” He smiled agruesome smile, twisted as dways.
“I'minyour debt, | think.”

“Areyou?| lost track several years ago.”

She reached up, and he reached down, and briefly clasped her hand.

Back in the kitchen, the storyteller took the empty cups from her, then examined the contents of
Clement’ s basket, and gave an gpproving nod. “Felowship,” she commented, and went to put the bottle
of milk in the cold cupboard.

Some hourslater, Marga cameinto the kitchen, carrying a bundle wrapped so asto reved a solemn, old
man’ s face and blue, unfocused eyes. Clement gave Marga the money, and Marga put the baby in her
arms, like a shopkeeper handing over a sack of sugar.

“I need to spesk to the midwifel” Clement said in apanic.

“She'sbusy,” Margasad. “ The storyteller will show you out.” Sheleft the kitchen, hurrying, leaving
Clement with afleeting glimpse of her harried face and fatigue-smeared eyes. The Sorytdler followed her
out, and for some little time Clement was | eft lone to Stare at the baby, who blinked vaguely at her,
opened and closed a toothless mouth and made random movementsin its bindings. Clement felt aswift,
deep shifting in her heart. Everything felt askew, and yet this giddiness was not entirely dueto fear.

The storyteller returned. “The midwife knows of apossible nurse. She'll speak to her tomorrow, and
send her to the garrison, if she'swilling.”

“But | need her to show me what to do!”
The orytdler said, “ She cannot leave Alrin.”

Clement stood like adumb animal, watching without seeing, asthe storyteller put afew thingsin abasket:
her silken performance clothes, awooden comb. Then she took the baby so Clement could put on her
coat. She gave the infant back, now wrapped in three small blankets from Gilly’ s basket, and put on her
own outdoor clothing. She got the bottle of milk from the cupboard, and picked up both the basketsin
one hand.



The storyteller held open the kitchen door for Clement. On the table in the front hall, where the lamp had
long since burned itself out, she placed alatchkey. She opened the front door, and Clement walked out
into the blinding day, where a cold sun glanced around scudding shreds of clouds, and the Street was
busy with people, old and young, al wielding snow shovels. The storyteller closed the door firmly.

Theinfant gtirred in the cold and uttered asmall complaining sound. The Sorytdler arranged afold of
blanket to shield itsface, then took Clement by the arm to steady her on the snowy walk.

“Y ou' re coming with me?” asked Clement.
In avoice made rough by cold the storyteller said, “I will teach you to carefor your son.”

“My son?’ said Clement blankly. She looked down &t the bundled baby. Then, the findity with which the
storyteller had shut that door sank in. “ Storyteller? Margawon't tolerate you after Alrinisgone?’

“Margawill do what she wants, now.”

A silence. The street had been scattered with sand, and the storyteller took her supporting hand from
Clement’ selbow. Clement said, “ Gilly and | will take care of you, somehow.”

The baby in her arms seemed suddenly much heavier. Shelooked at him, and redized he was adeep.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Inthe dim, chilly cdllar, Karis painted the blocks of type with viscousink that Garland had cooked the
day before. She took the sheet of paper from Garland, carefully checked the side that was aready
printed to make certain she oriented it properly, and laid it delicately on top of the plate. She screwed
down the press, waited amoment, then swiftly unscrewed it and lifted off the printed sheet, to hand to
Garland.

Both of them were covered with ink, their clothing stained, their fingers black, their faces smudged.
Holding the sheet carefully by the edges, Garland felt so tired he could not summon up acomment,
though it seemed to him an appropriate moment for ponderous statements. Karis dug her knucklesinto
the smdl of her back. “Isit right Sde up?’

Garland glanced at both sides of the big sheet, on which were printed eight pages of Medric' s booklet.
“It' sright.”

“We redone, then.”

He carried the page up the narrow stone stairs to the kitchen, which was strung with rope on which the
drying sheets hung like tablecloths on a busy tavern’ slaundry line. The entire household had gathered,
and, as Garland came through the door, they clapped and uttered huzzahs.

Leeba, who ran giddily up and down the strung lines of paper, contributed afew shrieks. Though she had
not been allowed in the cdlar, she had managed to become an ink-child more smeared than Karis, more
stained than Garland. She chanted as sheran: “Thelast page! Of the last book! Of the last year!”



J han captured her. “But not the last bath!”

She squedled like a piglet. J han, who had proved to be the one of them patient and persistent enough to
master typesetting, gripped her abit more determinedly than usud. “We have got to get her to go to
deep,” hesaid ominoudy.

Norinatook the child from him. Leebaabruptly went limp and obedient, for which Garland, although he
could now tolerate being in the same room as Noring, did not blame her. Medric took the last sheet of
paper from Garland' s hands, and ceremonioudy hung it from aline.

Karis had been wearing a shirt that belonged in the rag bag. Ducking paper, she stripped it off, tossed it
to thefloor, and, in her undershirt, lay face down on Garland’ stable. “1 need ahedler,” she moaned.

J han went to her promptly, and examined her back. With unconcealed appreciation hesaid, “You area
fine specimen! Look here,” he said to Garland. “Y ou don'’t often see a muscul us trapezius so
developed. Even her musculus triceps brachii is obvious. What an anatomy |lesson she would be!”

Garland looked where J han pointed, apparently surprising the healer by actualy showing someinterest.
J han happily explained the details of Karis s construction, pulling aside her shirt to point out the
connections of muscle to bone, to explain what each one did, and to speculate on why and how the
muscles of her back had developed asthey had.

“Blessed day,” said Emil inamuted voice.

Garland looked around to find that Emil, with Medric folded comfortably to his chest, was gazing at
Karis samazing back with an astonished expression, asthough it had only just occurred to him to be
impressed by her. A degp man like him might neglect to notice the surfaces of things, Garland supposed.

Karisgroaned pathetically.

“I’m donelecturing,” J han assured her. His probing fingers paused. “ Spasm. | guessthat hurts.” He
leaned dl hisweight into the heels of his hands and shoved the bresth out of Karis schest.

Emil sighed. “The methods by which we divert oursdves are rather peculiar.”
“Eccentric, even,” said Medric.
“Desperate,” said Norina, who had gotten the abnormally passive child into the washtub.

Both men blinked at this. Emil said, “ Desperate. And bookbinding is next. If you thought printing was
dull...”

“I won't doit,” Karissaid, her voice strangled by the pressure on her back. “ All that fussing. | need to
move more.”

“Ddiveries after that,” said Medric. “Lotsof moving.”
“Oh!” said Karis.

“There,” said J han in satisfaction, apparently addressing Karis sanatomy. “ That was very obedient of
you.”

Karistook severa deep breaths, but seemed disinclined to move otherwise. J han began methodically to
work on one muscle at atime, and Karis grew so limp that Garland wondered if she might smply dither
off thetablelikeavery dimy fish.



Eyes closed, shemumbled, “Emil, are you il there?’

“Still here, and till diverted. But now it’s by envy. Why has J han never done that to me? Obvioudy, I'm
not as beautiful to look at—"

“Wherearewe going?’ Karis asked. “Have we decided?’

“Oh, while you were down in the cellar we did take alook at Norina' s maps, and we figure that we only
actually need to visit some ten people—theright ten, of course, who know alot of other people—but
I’ve got agood idea of who the right ten people are. So we can walk right across the middle of Shaftd,
west to eadt, with a certain amount of meandering north and south. The weather will beterrible, |
suppose, but you' |l help us dodge the storms. Do you want to see the map?”’

“I put them away,” said Norina, busy with the wash cloth. Leeba peered, rather trapped looking, from
behind amask of soap bubbles.

Garland fetched the map case, and took out aroll of several maps on heavy, sturdy paper, the most
remarkable maps he had ever seen, for they appeared to be marked with every single road and path,
village, hill, waterway, and stand of treesin the entire country or Shaftd. He held up the maps one by one
before Karis s eyes until she reached with an ink-black finger to point a an undistinguished area.
“What'shere?| can't read it.”

Emil took the map from Garland to bring it closer to thelamp. “1 think you were pointing at a
sheep-shearing Station. It' s pretty far from anywhere, and surely it' s not even occupied at thistime of
year.

J han had switched his attentions to Karis s shoulder blades. She had shut her eyes again. Shesaid, ina
heavy, exhausted voice, “No, Emil. Mabin isthere.”

Mabin, Garland thought. Councilor Mabin, generd of Paadins. The one with the spikein her heart.
“Do you want to vist her?” Emil’ stone was neutral, but Garland noticed asudden liveinessin hisface.
“Want?' Karissaid. “No, of course not.”

“Ought,” Emil corrected himsdlf patiently.

“Ought,” said Medric firmly.

The Truthken briskly rubbed her shivering daughter with atowe. “Kariswill protect you, Garland, so
don't gointo apanic.”

Garland redlized then that panic was exactly what he fdt.

“The earth will open its mouth and chew up that woman aiveif she even threstens my people” sad
Karis. “And she |l beg meto let her heart stop begting.”

Her tone was so hard, and so matter-of-fact, that Garland said in asmall voice, “Literdly?’

Emil sad, “Earth logic, you, know, isawfully literal. And Karis, well, she'saways been abit—" He
paused, apparently to hunt down and capture the most exact term. “—Definite,” he said. “When she
does something, she doesit. And you know she' sdoneit. And you never forget it.”

“Andit canredly hurt,” said Medric.



Karisraised her head. Shelooked a Medric, and then at Emil. *Y ou two can hardly wait,” she said.

The parlor had become amakeshift bindery, lit by the household’ s entire collection of lamps. Norina
stood in the corner, methodically folding and dashing sheets of paper. Emil sorted and ordered the pages
and then, like Garland, plied a heavy needle and thread to sew the pages together. Findly, J han and
Leeba glued on the paper covers, and yesterday’ sink-child had been transformed into aglue-child. After
an entire morning of sewing, Garland still could not quite believe that books are held together at their
centers by needle and thread. Such ahomdly thing! Hisfingers hurt, and he was glad to abandon the
sewing occasionaly to check his stewpot.

In the afternoon, Medric came down the stairs, and Legba, who had gotten very bored with painting glue
on paper, leaped up with acry. “Medric! | have asurprisel” She produced with aflourish avery
crooked, glue-blotted, ink-smeared book.

“Isthat it?" said Medric. “My book?’ He swept her up, book and al, and went twirling up and down the
hallway with her in adizzy dance, while she recounted, between shrieks of laughter, her very important
rolein the congtruction of thisfirst book. Medric said, “I know exactly wherethisoneisto go.” He
poked his head into the parlor. “ Stop daving away in the gloom! Let’ s give this book a proper send-off.”

But firgt the book had to be wrapped in oilcloth and tied with twine, and the knots sealed with red wax.
The resulting package was carried outside in triumph, with Medric waving it proudly, and the rest of them
following in grimy procession: J han rubbing his sticky handsineffectudly with arag, Garland sucking a
needle-pierced fingertip, Emil playing ariddle game with Leeba, Norinaintent asacat staking amouse.
Out they went into the cold, bright day and Karis came up the dope to greet them, pulling a completed
dedge. To get thewood she had dismantled every cupboard in the house, leaving Garland’ skitchenin
complete disarray asaresult. A hammer was tucked into her belt, and her pockets bulged with pegs or
nails. Planes, a brace-and-bit, saws, and mallets scattered the porch where she had been working.

“What'sthat?’ she said, when Medric waved his package at her.

“A book,” he said importantly.

“Just one?’

“Thefirst one,” Leebasaid.

“Wadll, put it in the dedge. And then go make four hundred and ninety-nine more.”

“Y ou have no sense of ceremony,” grumbled Medric. “Now listen! Thisbook shal not be hauled across
the snow. No weary journey ‘ cross hill and dale, no hostile, porridge-eating farmers to be tempted to use
it to start their breakfast fires. No, that may beits brother’ sfate, but not this one. Not thisone!” He held
it up, and shook it for emphasis. “Thisone shdl be delivered by ravends!”

“Giveittome” Karissaid.

Medric came down the porch steps and handed it to her. Sheweighed it in the palm of her hand. “ Y ou
should have written a shorter book. How far do you expect it to be carried?’

“ToWatfidd.”
The amusement faded from her cold-flushed face. “Medric—"



Medric gave an elaborate shrug, that seemed to begin with hisfeet, and traveled upwardsin a
loose-limbed movement that made him seem on the verge of collapsing into apile of disconnected bones.

Shelooked at him, eyes glinting, mouth drawn tight, Garland suspected, to keep hersdf from uttering
words that might at best be discourteous. When she spoke at last, however, it wasto say prosaically,
“Fortunately, Garland has been stuffing the ravenswith corn bread.”

The ravens arrived as she spoke: dropping from the roof, from the treetops, from the cloud-draped sky.
“What—what—what?’ they cried.

Medric turned completely around, agiddy man in amaelstrom of flapping wings. “Y ou' re sending them
al?’

“| haveto, so they can carry your heavy book inrelay.” With avery smal, very mocking bow, Karis
returned to the seer the packaged book. He lifted it over hishead, balanced on hisfingertips. The ravens
rose up again in aflapping cloud that briefly cloaked him, and then he was empty handed, and one of the
departing ravens dangled the package from its claw.

“Good-bye!” Medric cried. “Good luck!” Leeba, and then therest of them, joined him in shouting their
farewd|s. But Karis stood slent, monoalithic, with her handsjammed in her pockets, squinting in the light
as she watched the ravensfly away.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

The door latched softly. Clement, who had fallen adeep with the baby in the crook of her aram and a
nippled milk bottle resting precarioudy on her chest, ditted open her eyesto seethat it wasthe
storyteller, dipping in unhindered and unescorted, pulling the hood back from her sharp-edged face.
Clement mumbled, “Isit day or night?’

“Almogt suppertime.”
“Where have you been?’

“I owed Alrinagtory.” The storytdler hung her cloak on ahook and began stripping off and folding her
plainwool clothing.

“How isshedoing?’ said Clement with surprise.
“She' sdead. Since yesterday.”
The storyteller had been telling Storiesto adead woman.

Clement looked down at her son, who blinked at her asthough in abject amazement. She felt a sensation
she could not put a nameto; it seemed too unfamiliar to be called, smply, sadness.

The room was dark, the storytedller an indifferent shadow, doing up the buttons of her silken performance
clothes. Clement had hardly dept in two days. And she was shaken by the enormity and suddenness of
the catastrophe she had brought upon hersdlf. Clement let afew tearsfal, aluxury so long forbidden she



wasn't even certain how to do it. The storyteller, if she even noticed, offered no comment.

Before the woman | eft for the evening' s performance, though, she put afresh bottle of milk on the
windowsil| to keep cold, then came over to the bed to check the baby. She had drilled Clement in
feeding and digpering as determinedly as Clement had ever drilled asoldier. Clement said, “Do you
approve?’ Her voice was dtill rough with tears.

“| vigted the midwife,” the sorytdler said. “ The nurse will come tomorrow morning.”
“What hastaken so long?’
“She’ svery young. Her parents are reluctant.”

Clement thought of ayoung woman, asyoung as Kelin, maybe, arguing angrily with an array of
disapproving parents. “Hel,” she muttered. “Will you tdl Gilly that she scoming? And ask himto visit me
after thenight bell.”

After the night bell, Gilly arrived with the storyteller and an aide who was carrying a precarious supper
tray. The stew had gotten stone cold on itsjourney from the refectory, but at least there was some meat
init. Clement ate, and Gilly said, “Cadmar complainsthat heis unattended.”

Clement crushed afragment of frozen butter onto her cold bread. “He knows|’m leaving in just a couple
of days. What does he want from me?’

The storyteller approached them and handed the baby to Gilly, who accepted the bundie with some
aurprise. Shedlently left the room.

“Whereisshegoing?’ Gilly held the baby awkwardly, looking unnerved.

“She'll st on her hedsinthe hdlway. Gazing into space.”

“Peculiar.”

“But it does give me some privacy. Are the soldiers now |etting her wander the garrison unescorted?’

“I'll look into it. She mentioned that the nurseisfinaly coming tomorrow. Areyou thinking that the four
of you can livein thisone room, in harmony?’

“Won't the nurse will take the child away?’

The baby was uttering rhythmic grunting sounds. Gilly looked down at him with apuzzled expresson, as
though the arriva of this smal person were nearly asdismaying to him asit wasto Clement. “A young
woman, unmarried, no household of her own, gpparently acting againgt her parent’ swishes? She'll
expect you to provide for her. She’ s got nowhere to take achild.”

“Someone might havetold me!” Clement smeared more butter onto her roll. “ The soryteller could have
told me, if she knew how to volunteer information.” Then she mumbled, her mouth full, “1 fed likel’'m
egting frozen sawdugt.”

“It goeswdl with that frozen mud puddle.” Gilly indicated the gelid bowl of brown stew.

Reminded, Clement swallowed afew chilling spoonfuls. “ Fortunately, | know you' d never point out a



problem until you' d thought of asolution.”

“There saplace available not two buildings away from the gate.”
“Keegp my own establishment?’

“I would hardly cal two rooms an establishment.”

The baby uttered acry, rather experimentally, but Gilly gave a start, which in turn caused the baby to cry
in earnest. Clement shoveled in afew more mouthfuls, then took the baby, and admonished him, “Listen,
little soldier, we' re strategizing your future, and strategy requires concentration.”

“The gorytdler could dso live there” said Gilly, peaking loudly over the baby’ swailing. “I'll help with
the cogt, of course. I’ ve dways wanted to be somebody’ s uncle.”

Clement said, “I’'m not sure | heard you, with that shrieking in my ear. Did you say you want to bean
uncle!”

Grinning, Gilly stood up and leaned upon his sturdy cane. “I’ll check those roomsin the morning, and if
they look passable, I'll rent them on your behalf.”

She opened and held the door for him. Out in the halway, the storyteller rose up lightly from where she
had been squatting with her shoulders againgt thewall. “Let’ s get some deep if we can,” Clement said to
her. “Will you be dl right on the sairs, uncle?”’

Gilly gestured cruddy and shuffled into the shadows.

When Clement first set eyes on her son’ s new wet nurse, she wasflirting with the soldiers at the gate: a
plain, thin, sullen girl, younger than Kelin had been. She unbuttoned despite the chill to display her
swollen, milk-leaking breadts. “ Satisfied?’ she asked sharply, then added placatingly, “Madam.” “What
became of your own baby?’

“Hewent to the father’ sfamily.” Winking at the goggling soldiers, the girl did up her buttons.

No doubt that thisgirl would be atria to Clement, just as she surely had been to her recently discarded
parents. In the rented rooms, though, where a Gilly’ singtigation the plaster was being repaired and
furniture was being ddivered, the girl sat down beside the glowing cod stove and demonstrated that she
could suckle, though the baby appeared to need some training. The storyteller squatted on her heelsand
watched this amateur performance with what seemed to Clement a hedlthy skepticism.

Clement squatted beside her. “If thiswere your son, would you leave himin this girl’ s care?’
“I cannot answer that question,” the storytdler said.

Clement hired the girl only because she had no choice. That night shelay in her own room, aone, trying
to convince hersdf that she appreciated the luxury of an uninterrupted night. At sunrise shewasin the
rented rooms again, holding her son beside the newly lit ove, having aquiet conversation with him while
the nurse and storyteller dept.

“Acquiring achild isno different from acquiring ahorse,” she said to him. “ For every Sainnite but me.”

The baby lay in her arms, an unopened package, a blinking, deepy stranger. “For me,” Clement sad, “it



appears to be a shocking occasion. Perhaps as much asit isfor you.”

She glanced at the door that hung half gjar to let in the heat, beyond which the storyteller dept on apdlet
on thefloor. “Y ou can thank the storytdller for this. Or curse her, if you like. Whatever you think she
deserves”

The baby uttered asmall burbling grunt.

“No, | can't make up my mind either,” she said.

The day of Clement’s departure for the children’s garrison had arrived too soon. “Where did al those
ravens come from?’ said Gilly from the back of his horse, as he escorted her to the garrison gate.

Black birds svarmed above the garrison gate. As Clement watched, their flying mass compressed
together, then exploded upward, uttering eexily gleeful rattling cries.

The forty gloomy soldierswho awaited Clement at the gate watched the departing birds with undisguised
anxigy. “Hdl,

Clement muttered. Ravens were battlefield birds; Sainnites|oathed and feared them. “They’ll be thinking
those birdsareanill omen.”

Gilly was usudly contemptuous of soldier superstitions, but now he looked worried.

The gate captain was approaching. Though he was one of the most dispassionate soldiersin the garrison,
even helooked discomforted. He carried an unlabel ed package wrapped in oilcloth, sealed with red
wax, tied with twine, and smeared with bird droppings. “What isit, captain?’ asked Clement sharply.

“Lieutenant-Generd, thisthing seemed to fal from the sky.”

Involuntarily, Clement looked again at the disappearing flock of ravens. One had separated from the
group and now swooped down to land on the peak of arooftop. Gilly’ s voice spoke harshly. “Keep
your imaginingsto yoursdf, captain!”

It was what Clement should have said to the gate captain. She turned to him belatedly and said, “Morale
isgoing to be tricky enough without the soldiers thinking we re getting packages from ravens.”

“Yes, md am. But what should | do with this?’
“Giveittome,” Gilly said. In alow voice he added to Clement, “Go tak to your soldiers.”

She stepped forward to greet Captain Herme, and with him beside her walked through the ranks of the
gloomy company, greeting every soldier by name, enthusiagtically touting the inevitable successand
importance of their venture. By the time she had finished trying to raise their spirits, she could see
Cadmar and Ellid arriving for the officia departure. She hurried back to Gilly.

L ooking both unhappy and unwell, he briefly held up adim book for her to see, then hidit againinits
dirty oilcloth wrappings.

“A book?’ said Clement. “In Shaftalese?’

“It purports to be written by Medric.”



“That' sa Sainnite name,” she said. Then she remembered who Medric was. “ The onewho claimed to be
aseer? The one who disappeared from Wilton Garrison? He' s written a bloody book?”

“Not just abook, Clem. It’s about the Sainnites. And Medricisin fact aseer—atrue seer.”
“How can you be certain of such athing?’
“Because he knows the numbers.”

She stared a Gilly, dumbstruck. She knew perfectly well what numbers he meant: the secret numbers,
which Gilly had ciphered only once and then had burned to ashes. The numbers that were only known to
the two of them and to Cadmar.

Gilly continued, “This seer can cipher too. And he has aprinting press. No doubt this book isright now
being read al over Shaftal. And that seer istaunting us by sending usacopy! Because he knowsthere
isn't athing we can do about it!”

Clement took in abreath and let it out. “ There’' s nothing we can do,” shesaid. “So don't tell Cadmar.”
“Clem—’
“He |l prevent me from going on thismisson!”

They stared a each other, then Gilly said grimly, *“ And that would only compound the disaster.” He
tucked the grimy packageinside hiscoat. “1I'll giveyou aday.”

“Two.”

His gaze briefly focused over her shoulder, then he smiled stiffly at her, apparently trying to pretend this
was a pleasant conversation. “He s coming over to us.”

“Two days, Gilly. | can't be out of hisreachin one.”

“Right,” Gilly said. “Well, | certainly look forward to hearing about dl your adventures, and wish you a
safejourney.”

Sheturned around and found Cadmar and Ellid had come within hearing. “Well, Generd, will you wish
uswdl?’

Hedid. She sdluted. He saluted. Ellid saluted. The gate was opened. The soldiers marched out,
snowshoes on their backs, dragging awkward dedges that would soon be gliding on snow. Clement
followed them out the gate, redling.

Ten dayslater, in the teeth of ahowling snowstorm, her company arrived at the children’ sgarrison. As
Clement explained to Commander Purna why she had returned, and with such alarge escort, his
astonishment soon turned to sarcastic gppreciation. “ So, your bungling has turned our garrisoninto a
symbol! And now you' refinaly forced to take us serioudy! Well, it'ssix daysyet until Long Night, and
there’ s plenty of roof repairs needing to be done in the meantime.”

“We regoing to remain invisibleindoors. Y ou will continue your business as though we were not here.
And I’m placing those soldiers| Ieft behind under Captain Herme's command.”



“It'sonly what | expected of you,” Purnal said bitterly, and stumped off in atemper.

An experienced Paladin commander who was planning an attack would keep awatch on histarget for
days beforehand, so to keep their arrival unnoticed Clement’s company had avoided roads and
farmlands as they neared their destination. Snow-covered streambeds had often offered the best paths as
they navigated through the woods by compass and dead reckoning. One glorious day, they had followed
afrozen river and had been lucky to find shelter in an empty building with its dock pulled onto the
riverbank to keep the ice from destroying it. Most days, though, had been grueling, and at night they
sheltered themsel ves in makeshift constructions of snow, branches, and tarpaulins. It took two days by
the hearthfires of the children’s garrison for the soldiersto thaw out. But every night, once full dark had
falen, with an audience of fascinated children they rehearsed the battle.

As she endured the empty days, Clement desperately wished she could distract herself. Her room had
one small window, and often she opened the shutters and peered out at the pristine snow, sunlit or starlit.
Sometimes there were children out in the snow. Watching them, Clement fet apulling in her chest, as
though some physica pieces of her had been left behind in Wetfield.

With the visiting war-horses as dlies, the children beat down acircular track a ong which they marched,
or chased each other, or pulled each other on makeshift deds. Around and around the garrison they
went. So aso Clement’ s thoughts circled around and around, but they circled adistant place and time,
fiveyearsin the past: the seer Medric' smost recent posting, Wilton Garrison, in South Hill, the summer
after Cadmar became generd.

That summer, Wilton garrison had been attacked and burned by rockets. The rockets had been invented
by Annis, aPdadin woman of South Hill Company. Those same rockets had burned down Watfield.

The leader of Degth-and-Life, Willis, had dso come from South Hill. If he had learned from Annishow
to make the rockets, he must have been amember of South Hill Company—the same company that had
held firm in the face of what should have been an overwheming force of soldiers.

Medric had been aresident of Wilton garrison when it was burned, an attack heinexplicably faled to
predict, even though, according to Commander Heras, under whose command he had served, his
previous predictions had been devadtatingly accurate. Later that summer, he had disappeared.

Willis disappeared. Annis disappeared.

Thelongtime commander of South Hill Company—a formidable leader, respected even by
Heras—disappeared.

Heras reported vague rumors of treachery, of amysterious member of South Hill Company who Paadins
thought was a Sainnite spy. But she also, it seemed, had disappeared.

urely all these disappearances mean something! Wildly, desperately, Clement wore away the
floorboards with her pacing. In the dead of night, in abuilding filled with deegping children, she spoke
aoud to her empty, solitary room: “What happened in South Hill ?’

Some hours later, she asked the question again, differently: “What began in South Hill?’

Then it cameto her: in the autumn of the same year, agigantic woman had supposedly plunged aspike
into Councilor Mabin's chest without killing her. She had doneit because of amysterious woman. And
then the so-called Lost G’ deon had disappeared.

Had al these people disappeared together? Would they also reappear together? Annis had



regppeared—or at least her devastating rockets had. Willis had reappeared as the leader of
Death-and-Life. Medric had regppeared, to blithely publish the Sainnites most dangerous, most closely
kept secret. And amysterious woman was telling storiesin Watfield garrison.

Some hours before dawn, Captain Herme sat up in startlement as Clement walked into hisroom.
“Lieutenant-Generd, what iswrong?’

She wanted to say, | am trapped ten days' hard journey from Watfield, and | am going mad.

But instead she said apologeticdly, “I’ m having abad night, captain. And it’s occurred to me that we' ve
got to capture the leader of this group aive, somehow.”

Herme groaned.

“I know—to kill acagefull of ratsiseasy. Tokill al but oneispracticaly impossible”
He groaned again, his hands rasping loudly on his unshaven cheeks. “Can | ask why?’
“I need to ask the man a question.”

“But to try to keep him dive will risk our success. Isit that important?’

She wanted to say, Perhaps it will spare us from being completely exterminated. But instead she
sad, “Yes, captain, it isthat important.”

Chapter Twenty-Nine

They were huddled around Karis, in the single room that had been afforded them by the farm family on
which they had imposed themselves. Leeba, on whom the great adventure of thiswinter journey had
quickly palled, had whined hersdlf to deep. Therest of them, blistered, frogthitten, and till chilled to the
bone, clustered together in their underclothes. A fire burned in the fireplace, but its heat was blocked by
drying boots and breeches, long shirts and wool coats. Kariswas on her knees before Emil, with his
frostbitten foot clagped in both her big hands. His boot, having developed aleak, wasin the kitchen being
repaired by the farmstead’ s cobbler.

“Y ou know how till Zanjacould be” said Karis.
Emil sad, “If Zanjawerethinking, or waiting, or listening, she could dmost seem absent.”

“Sheislikethat dl thetime, now. Present, but absent. Visible, but invishble. Listening, and sillent. | see her
form, her flesh, but | don't see her.”

Emil said, “ Perhaps a part of her has replaced the whole.”

J han, who recently had come in from attending an ailing member of the household, got under the covers
with Norinaand Leeba. Norina asked, “What else do the ravens see? What do they see thiswoman

doing?’
Garland, against whose back the exhausted Medric had companionably curled, watched Karis shut her



eyes S0 she could look through the eyes of her raven. She said, “ Sheisingide the garrison, in abuilding,
wheretheraven can’t see her now. But | can hear her voice.” A dlence, and shesaid, “‘. . . Frost
gparkled on the stones.. . . The crack waswide asahand ... It seemed to go on forever.’”

“Apparently, tortoise-woman hasjust noticed that the world is splitting in two,” said Emil. “Thewomanis
telling storiesto the Sainnites, as Medric dreamed shewould.”

Garland wrenched some of the blankets from Medric so that Emil could tuck himsdlf in. The three of
them would share the single narrow bed, afeat they had accomplished several timesnow, in severa
different beds, though each time it seemed quiteimpossible. Karis, too big for the rooms, the doorways,
and the furniture, had no choice for abed but the floor.

Medric, hisface buried in the pillow, mumbled, “What about the book?’

“The ravens dropped the book inside the garrison gate, like you said to do,” said Karis. “ Zanja—or
rather whoever she is now—uwas standing on the other side of the gate. On the garrison side, many
soldiers were gathered, with dedges and snowshoes. A soldier picked up the book from the snow,
looking puzzled. He gave it to awoman, who gave it to aman on horseback. A very ugly man, terribly
deformed.”

“That must be the genera’s Lucky Man,” said Garland. “He uses atincture for pain for histwisted back.”
“He' saSheftdi,” sad Medric.
“But they say he' sprivy to al the generd’ s secrets.”

“Still, he' s Shaftdi.” Medric smiled smugly, with hiseyes till tightly closed, his spectacles safdy put away
for the night. “Did helike the book, Karis?’

“He and that woman, they had an exceptionally dismayed discussion.”

“Oh, very good! And what isthe woman doing now? That woman was Lieutenant-General Clement, by
theway.”

“Sheleft the garrison with the soldiers. | don't know where they went.”

“I think you' d better keep an eye on her,” Medric said.

Thework of travel wasfar from easy. But neither wasit as grudling or frightening as Garland had feared.
Some of the ravens had returned from Waitfield, but their aerial scouting was no real necessity, and only
rarely were Norina s maps unpacked. Because the land reveded itsdlf to Karis, the travelers never took
awrong turn, and were never surprised by the wesather, though their hosts were certainly surprised by
their arrival. Day after day, the load of books grew lighter.

Lecbaworered, like most children, to make it easier to find her when she got hersdlf buried in snow.
Karisaso worered: acoat of red felt, exuberantly decorated with red tassals. She looked magnificent in
it. When shefirst put it on, Garland thought such a coat contradicted everything he understood about her.
Someone else must have bought the coat for her, someone who saw her differently from how she saw
hersdlf. Zanja, he thought.

“Yes, itwasagift from Zanja I’ ve never seen Kariswear it,” Emil said, when Garland finally asked.



“Perhaps shewas afraid she’ d wreck it, as shewrecks al her clothes. Did you see the spot where
Norinaclipped off thetassel that shetied in Zanja s hair? Oh, our Truthken wasthinking like afire blood
thet day!”

In hiswandering years, Garland thought he had learned something about winning the trust of Shaftai
farmers. A sober decorum and adistinct sense of shame at on€e' s landless state had proven essential. But
this garrulous group strolled into afarmstead like abunch of holiday-makers: obliviousto danger,
indifferent to their lack of food and shelter, radicaly unconventiona and making no attempt to seem less
s0. Then Karistook out her tool box, J han his medicine chest, and Garland hisrolling pin. Leebawould
make instant friends with the children, who knew a mischief-maker when they saw one, Emil and Medric
coaxed the eldersto talk about the past, and Norina kept out of the way with her mouth shut. The
skeptica farmers were more than won over: they were astounded. Thisvisit became an event, a
progress, a performance. Whole families stayed up late and wasted precious lamp oil so they could gape
alittle longer a their amazing guests. Sooner or later, Emil would read part of Medric’ s book to them.
Sooner or later, someone looked a Karisalittle too long or deeply, and would suddenly find a Truthken
whispering in his ear, and then there would be a pale and thoughtful silence.

Sometimes, though, the entire performance proved unnecessary. One day, with the wind coming bitter
from the north, and the clouds piling up in the sky like dumplingsin astew, they reached the untidy edge
of asprawling town and dipped in under cover of an early twilight, dragging their dedges up anarrow
aley from which no one had bothered to clear the snow. Leeba had |apsed into the incessant whining that
was the warning that they had better stop soon. They paused at someone’ s back wall, which looked like
all the others except that it had afew stylized glyphs carved into the stone. Medric read the glyphs for
Garland while Emil let himself in the gate, waded through the snow-choked kitchen garden, and knocked
on the back door. “It’ sthe owl glyph, which can mean searching or restlessness, and the glyph that's
caled Peace, combined with Come-to-Rest. It s pretty unambiguous, for aglyph sign. | guessthat this
used to be ahedler’ shogtd, or at least that thiswall used to enclose one.”

“There was one around here once,” said J han, who had plucked hisirritable daughter from her dedge
and was rocking her vigoroudy to make her be quiet.

The back door opened. Emil talked, with hishat in his hand, and then waited, and then someone flung
open the door, crying, “Emil? What in the name of Shaftal. . . 7’ There was much energetic embracing,
and Garland caught glimpses of astout, brightly dressed woman, who eagerly started for the back gate
when Emil pointed.

“What' sthis?’ shecried. “A circustroupe?’

Karis, Medric, and Garland dl started laughing and could not seem to stop. “Comein!” the woman said.
“Books, you say? Wdll, say no more! Goodness, look at that bright little girl. I'll bet you run your parents
ragged, don’'t you?’

“Yes,” said Leebaproudly.

“Sodidl, andlook a how | turned out. Comein, will you? Wdl, | don’t know what we' |l do with dll
your gear, but we'll figure something out. Quickly, snce there sastorm brewing. | guessyou'll be staying
awhile? | hope you don’'t mind deeping on the floor. Well, get busy. Y ou look strong enough.”

Thislast she said to Karis, who was il struggling to compose hersdlf, wiping her eyes on the end of her
muffler.

Thewhirl of wordsfell sllent. Norinatook a step forward, but Karis lifted abig, black-pamed hand and
the Truthken stopped in her tracks. “I’'m Karis.”



The woman put her hand in Karis's. stunned, amazed, then suddenly in tears. She said to Emil, who had
come up beside her. “1 should have known she' d be with you! Where anyone with any sense would be!
The one everyoneislooking for, you aready found her!”

“I found her before anyone started looking,” said Emil. He added somberly, *Y ou need to keep this
secret. Not even your family can know. Can you do that?’

The woman turned again to Karis. “Yes. Yes, but. . .”

“I amaTruthken,” Norinasaid, “and by your oath | bind you.”

Thewoman replied fearlessly, “May | not ask asingle question? | will go mad!”
“A shame,” said Norina.

“Shafta!” the woman breathed. “Well, what am | supposed to say?”’

“Say, ‘Madam Truthken, by the land | accept the binding of an oath of silence.””
The woman said her part, obedient, ecstatic, like an actor rehearsing aplay.

Herswasafamily of tailors, it turned out, who were as gppalled by the state of their guests clothing as
Garland was by the state of hishosts' kitchen. When they |eft after the storm had passed, every last one
of the travelers was wearing anew suit of clothes, though their old clothes had aso been so finely
mended that to replace them hardly seemed necessary. And they |eft behind at least a hundred books,
which the tailors swore would be scattered through four regions by day’ send, and asfar asthe southern
and northern borders within aweek.

Thetravel ers would soon run out of books.

The day before Long Night, they came through the hills on a sunless afternoon, aragtag collection of
wool-dressed wanderers with chillblained, blistered hands. They had tied their snow shoes atop the
dedges, for the snow had crusted enough to bear even Karis sweight. Leeba had played like an otter dll
morning, diding hilarioudy down every icy dope. She played without her regular playmeate, for Medric
was utterly worn out. Now, sherodein state in her dedge, blanket-wrapped in apillowy nest.

Medric wiped hisfrosted spectaclesfor thefiftieth time. “Maybe I'm just too old to play with Leeba
Maybeit' stime we had another child.”

Norinasaid, “1 hope you' re volunteering to be the mother, little man. I’'m sure Karis could ater your
equipment.”

“Never mind,” said Medric hadtily.

They had seen no signs of settlement since dawn, when they staggered forth from the abandoned
shepherd’ shut in which they had spent the night. A barren land: open, rolling, practically tredess, with
boulders poking through the snow like broken teeth. Sheep country.

Thewind picked up. They wrapped their faces, tied down their hats, put asecond pair of gloves on their
aready gloved hands, and faced the wind only when they had to. There was no more laughter. Karis
stopped once, pointed at Medric, and pointed at the half-empty dedge of books she hauled. He mutely



took a seat in the dedge, and folded himsdlf up againgt the cold, passve as a piece of luggage. Karis
hauled him.

L ater, she stopped again, and turned her back to the wind. They huddled around to hear her cold-durred
words. “We' ve been seen.”

Emil tried to spesk, vigoroudy rubbed hisfrozen face, and tried again. “How many?’
“Many morethan us”

“Armed?’

“yYes”

“Pdadins. They'll try to head us off firs.”

They sorted themselves out, with Emil in front now, Norinaat hisright, Leebacomplaining in Karis's
arms, Medric afoot again, hauling the empty dedge, Garland hauling the dedge of suppliesand J han the
dedge of books. Garland supposed Karis carried Leebafor the child’ s protection—there was no place
safer. But perhaps Leebawould aso protect Karis, for the Paladins might go out of their way to avoid
injuring achild.

Soon, a black-dressed woman swooped down the hill, flying on her skis as the ravens swooped on the
wind overhead.

She blocked their way. Two pistols, certainly loaded and primed, were holstered in the belts that crossed
her chest. A dagger was sheathed at her side. “ Y ou'relogt,” she informed them politely.

Emil pulled open hismuffler.

“Emil?’ shesad. “ Shafta’ sName!”

Garland thought, Is there anyone in Shaftal who does not know and admire this man?
“Greetings, Commander. Do you know Norina Truthken?”

The commander said after amoment, “ By reputation.”

Garland could see only apart of Norina s muffled face, but whatever Norina heard in the commander’s
Vvoice gppeared to have amused her grestly.

Norinasad, “We reinviting oursdves to Councilor Mabin’s Long Night.”

Certainly the woman' s duty wasto deny the Councilor’s presence, but that she gpparently could not do
with a Truthken two paces away. Her visible surprise became perplexity. “How do you know the
Councilor ishere?’

“Perhaps you would have one of your people carry amessage to her that Karis wishes to speak to her.”
“Karis?’ sad the commander blankly.

“Youweren't there by theriver five yearsago,” said Emil, “but surely you' ve heard about what
happened there.” He stepped asde—asmall movement, but it brought the commander’ s attention to the
large, somber woman behind him, with the wide-eyed child in her arms.



Norinasad, “Karis G' deon.”

When something incredible must be said in such away that it will ingtantly be believed, then certainly,
thought Garland, that was the time for a Truthken to speak.

“I bind you,” Norinaadded, “to silence.”

The commander’ sjaw shut with aclick. Sheturned and sgnaled. A whole host of Pdadins came flying
down thehill.

They were as graceful, deadly, and powerful as any bird of prey. Impressed and terrified, Garland
wrapped hisarms around himsdlf, shivering, thinking that at least if he were killed he would not fed cold
anymore. Medric, swaying with weariness besde him, said in Sainnese, “If they’ d had afew thousand
more like that, you and | would have never been born, my brother. Think of it!”

“How can you even talk?’ said Garland.
“I can dwaystak,” said Medric. “Gods of our fathers! What asght!”

His spectacles had frosted over again, so Garland was uncertain exactly what he saw. The past? The
future? Or even both at once?

The Paadins brought their swift approach to a hdt in shining sprays of snow. One, designated to carry a
message, skied away nearly as swiftly as he had arrived. The others formed a polite but impenetrable
escort: one took Garland’ s dedge, while he worried unreasonably what would become of his
far-traveling rolling pin. Soon after they had begun to walk again, one firmly pressed the sumbling
Medric to become a passenger again. Leebareacted with outrage when Medric curled into her nest of
pillows, but he made faces at her, and soon it became a contest. Garland redized that he, J han, Norina,
and Emil had dl drawn up around Karislike ribs around a heart. Around them skied the Paladins,
ice-masked, indistinguishable, wordless. If Karis stopped, they al would cometo ahdt. But she kept a
steady, restrained pace, square-shouldered, forward-gazing, like a brave prisoner walking to her
execution.

It wasalong walk. At lag, it brought them to a great complex of buildings near the edge of river, from
which the snow had been cleared to make it ahighway. Asthey approached, an ice skater could be seen
in the distance, but he traveled so swiftly that he had passed before they arrived.

On the broad porch of the central building, an old woman, flanked by Paadins, awaited them. The sun
was dready setting. In the garish glare the shadows were long and black, but the old woman’ s face was
inthe light and the three gold earringsin her right ear glittered as the harsh wind swept by.

She, too, had the blank look of a prisoner awaiting the executioner.

Karisgave Leebato J han. As sheturned her head, Garland saw the white lines of tears, frozen solid on
her cheeks. She walked forward, and stopped at the bottom of the steps. The wind tore at her hair, tried
to rip off her cap. She jammed her handsinto her pockets, and waited, stolid.

The old woman asked, “What are you doing here?’
“Aren'tyou tired,” Karissad, “of the pain in your heart?’
“Yes, Karis”

“Will you dlow meto hed you?’



The old woman took a step forward. Then, stiffly, she kndlt in the blowing snow. Her companions started
forward too late to help her, then stepped back at her impatient gesture. The black-dressed Paladins
werefolding back their masks, uncovering their faces, staring in bewilderment at the old woman
unbuttoning her coat, her jacket, her shirt, to bare her breast to the wind' s deadly bregth, and to revedl
the dull stedl of the spike embedded in her heart.

Acrossthe glaring red field, amurmur of shock and surprise. Had these people lived with and served
Councilor Mabin, never knowing that the rumor of her spiked heart was true? Karis started up the steps,
pedling the gloves from one hand and then from the other. She towered over Mabin. On her knees, with
her shame exposed, Mabin looked in Karis sface. She did not ask—for healing or for forgiveness. Her
proud features revea ed no repentance.

Karislay one hand to the woman’ s breast. With her other hand, she plucked the stedl from Mabin's
heart. Mabin uttered agasp of pain, but there was no blood. Karis crushed the spikein her figt, and
handed to thewind atwist of glittering dust.

Mabin caught her breath. She said, digtinctly, so that everyone within hearing could understand her,
“What doesthis act mean? Are you forgiving me, or are you merely weary of keeping me dive?’

“1 will not cometo the Lilterwess Council,” said Karis. “I will not 9t inthe G deon’schair. | will not
renew theold order. | will not judtify thisterrible war.”

Mabin stared at her, pale.

“I will not serveyou,” Karissaid. “I will not serve your dreams. | will not be your hope. 1 will not be your
symbol. Do you understand me?’

Mabin sad, harshly, bitterly, “ Then what are you doing here?”
“Councilor, I want you to go to the Sainnites, and offer them peace.”
“I will do no such thing!”

“I'll do it without you, then.”

Outraged, Mabin got to her feet, rg ecting the many hands that reached out to help her up. “By what
right?’

Karislooked at her. Then, she turned her back on her, and Garland could see her drawn, wind-flayed
face as shelooked closdly at the stunned audience of Paladins. The tearsfrozen on her cheeks were
vishbleto everyone. Garland discovered it was easy to track her gaze as one Paladin a atime looked into
her eyes.

When Garland |ooked back at Karis, Norinawas mounting the steps. “Be silent, Councilor,” the
Truthken said, and only then did Garland redize that during al that time Mabin had been directing an
angry tirade at Karis sturned back.

Councilor Mabin held her tongue.

Norinasaid to the Paladins, “On the day Harad G’ deon died, he vested thiswoman, Karis, with the
power of Shafta. Also, on that last day of the existence of the Lilterwess Council, they chose not to
confirm Karisas G’ deon. So for twenty years, in accordance with that decision, Karis has not exercised
the power of Shaftal. By my vowsasa Truthken, | affirm that | am telling you the truth.”



Someonein the crowd of Paladins said in astonishment, “Madam Truthken, why did the council not
confirm adecision dready, irrevocably made?’

Norinasaid, “At the time, Karis was a smoke addict, which isno longer the case. At thetime, shewas
only fifteen and had only ever lived in the whore-town of Ladi. And at the time it was unacceptable that
Karis sfather isaSainnite”

The slence seemed very long. Garland redlized he was shivering violently.
Someone said, “Karis, what does Shaftal ask of the Paladins?’

Karis s gaze found the speaker, an older Paladin in the middle of the crowd. She spoke, it seemed, only
to him. “Lay down your arms,” she said. She did not sound audacious, or even courageous, but only
certain.

The entire host of Paladinstossed their pistols, daggers, and other weagpons into the snow.

When Karisturned again to Mabin, the councilor remained speechless. With the brute force of
implacable fact spesking for her, Karisalso said nothing. Mabin, Generd of Pdladins, last legitimate
member of the old Lilterwess Council, drew her dagger and dropped it to the ground.

Chapter Thirty

On Long Night, the people of Shaftal burn candlesto remind the sun to come again. But in the children’s
garrison there were no candles, no night-long parties to keep an eye on those candles, no festive meal's of
carefully balanced swest, savory, sdty, and bitter foods to guarantee a balanced year. In the children’s
garrison, the youthful soldierswere put to bed and barricaded into their dormitories by the disabled
veterans who kept watch over them. For everyone, it would indeed be along watch, but not afestive
one.

Clement sat awake in her room, with a clock borrowed from Purnal to chime the hours. With Captain
Herme she periodically ingpected the preparations. They began their inspection at the top of aladder, in
the attic where Six soldiers and afew children kept a crouched, dusty lookout at the cloudy windows
tucked under the eaves. It wasterribly cold up there, and the watchers were frequently replaced to thaw
out in thewarm dining hal where their felows dozed uncomfortably in their boiled leather armor. Through
the wavery glass of the attic windows, Clement might peer at astarry sky and aglowing field of snow,
across which no one could have approached unseen. The ingpection then continued, to the corridor that
encircled the big central courtyard, where the ammunition lay ready: orderly bags of lead shot and
powder tins, the little lamps by light of which reloaders could see to measure the powder. Again, Clement
would check to see that nothing was visible in the darkness. They could make no mistakes.

Thewait wasterible.

More terrible was the moment a child soldier pounded on the door and cried excitedly, “They're
coming!”

Clement was on her feet immediately with the door dammed open, the girl’ sloose shirt captured in her



fist, hissing, “ Follow your orders, soldier! In sllencel”

Shelet her go. Thegirl ran for her prescribed position without another sound. Clement stood amoment,
listening, and could hear only the faint whisper of footsteps, near and far, hurrying across sone asthe
company got itsalf into position. No voices, no lights.

Gods, it was a bitter night.

Clement walked, swiftly and quietly, to the round building’ s center. The corridor that encircled the round
centra courtyard was protected by a chest-high half-wall, sturdily built to withstand any accidenta
crashings of horses and wagons making the three-quarter turn to enter the stables. The corridor’ scircle
was interrupted only by the main passage through the building to the front gate. Here, both ends of the
broken circle were blocked by barred doors. With the doors to the stable aso barred, anyone who
entered the building could take only two routes after coming into the courtyard: through the entrance to
themain hall, or over thetop of the hdf-wall.

And the invaders would have no reason to climb over the half-wall. They might look over it, but they
would see no danger. Though faint starlight filtered down the long arched passageway from outside, the
half-wall cast the corridor into unrelieved darkness. And there was nothing to see, in any case: the piles
of lead balls, the powder horns, the spirit lamps, these were draped in dark cloth. The soldierswaited
behind locked doors: on foot, their wegpons sheathed for quiet, forbidden to utter aword, or shuffle their
fet, or do anything other than breathe shdlowly. There was nothing to see: nothing, thet is, except
Clement and her signd-man.

Hewas aready in position: alight, lithe man, black-dressed, in soft, Slent shoes. He had made a game of
dipping through shadows these last few days, of learning to be invisible even to observerswho knew he
was there. But Clement’ s knees sometimes crackled; her leather armor might creak, and after crouching
along time in the shadows she would be too stiff to move soundlesdly. If the game were given away
prematurely, she would bethe oneto giveit away.

The signa-man said in avoicdess whisper, “ The watchers count thirty-two people approaching the gate.
There might be more, hidden in the trees.”

Clement nodded. The defenders outnumbered the attackers, and a so had the added advantage of
aurprise. Awkward in stiff leather, she knelt on the waiting cushion and carefully picked up the loaded
and primed pistol. The signa-man helped her to vell her head and body with black cloth, and then he
made himsalf disappear. With the pistol resting on one thigh, Clement pressed hersdlf to the haf-wall
where the shadows were most impenetrable, uttered a sillent prayer to the god of luck, and put her eyeto
the peep-hole.

She could not see the roof beams; the center post a the middle of the circular courtyard was visible only
because she knew it wasthere. The courtyard itsdf was mostly obscured in shadows that only faintly
lightened near the arched passageway, down which the snow had reflected atrace of the starlight from
outsde. There was nothing to see. It was so silent that Clement could hear only the rhythmic rush of
blood in her own veins. The attackers had perhaps redlized by now that the padlock was too cold and
rusty to be picked, and were quietly riling the metal instead.

Towait and watch, freezing cold, even colder from anxiety, skin crawling, noseitching (inevitably!) was
terrible. Clement’ s face rasped againgt the wood, as loud as acough in her hypersensitive ears. Her
armor creaked with every breath. She became convinced that the black veiling was dipping off, and that
the reveded polished leather shone as brightly as alamp. Cold sweat crawled from her armpit down to
her ribs, and the tickling became such atorture she could think of nothing else.



Of course, the tension and discomfort seemed unendurable. It dways did.

A movement in thefaint light of the arched passageway. One person only. A man by the shape of the
shoulders. What did he see? An echoing vacancy of blackness. An unguarded building where the
occupants dept soundly, unsuspecting, where hearthfires warmed the rooms behind shut doors. What did
he hear? The creak of Clement’ s armored bresths?

He camein: not overly cautious, a shadowy shape whose hobnails crunched on gravel. Relaxed, in no
great hurry, hetried one of the barred doors, peered over the half wall, walked part way around the
circle of the courtyard, then stepped through the entrance to the corridor. Clement could no longer see
him. Would he appear in the curved corridor to her right? If he did, then he might spring the trap too
soon, and this would not be the ambush she hoped for: her soldiers would be chasing the attackers
through the snow instead.

He stepped back out into the courtyard. Perhaps he had walked the other direction, or had gone down
the main hall, trying the doors, looking into the empty refectory. Perhaps he wondered why so many
doorswerelocked. Or had he even noticed? He finished his casud circuit of the courtyard. He brushed
by Clement’ s pegphole. Not an arm’ slength away, he peered over the half-wall. He stepped back, and
sood amoment. She glimpsed histeeth, his glittering eyes, as he turned into the starlight.

Shelet out her bresth. The lesther creaked. He walked away. She knew he must be Willis: hewould be
aleader who insgstson going infirgt. A leader for whom image matters more than common sense. Who
did not see what he did not expect to see.

She breathed. She needed the air.

More shadows in the archway. His entire attack force was quietly coming in. They formed four clusters.
If it were Clement’ sforce, and if she knew in advance that one quarter of the building was stables, one
team would secure the exit and the other three would each secure a quarter. Again, she spotted her man,
Willis, going confidently from team to team, clasping hands, patting shoulders, whispering assurances a bit
too loudly.

Heturned, smiling, to walk towards the last group, towards her.

She lurched to her feet. She sighted down the pistol. She squeezed the trigger. Gunpowder exploded, a
handspan from her face. She dropped behind the shdlter of the half-wall.

Chaos. The startled attackers promptly wasted their shots and time. Lead balls thunked where Clement’s
gunflash had been. Doors crashed open. Crouching soldiersran past.

The soldiersin the tack room raced out to block the exit.
“Tome!” cried ahoarse, shocked voicein the courtyard.
“Hreat will,” said Clement quietly.

The sgna-man began to pipe upon hiswhigle.

The positioned soldiers opened fire.

Clement could see alittle now: the glow of spirit lamps being lit, the movement of the reloaders’ quick
hands, the rhythmic rising and ducking of the soldiers.

She put her eye again to the peegp-hole. Explosive flares dong the half-wall wildly lit achaotic scene.



Struggling, jerking shadows. Bodies. Shouts of anger. Shouts of terror. Screams of pain. Gunfire's
echoing racket.

She could see that the invaders were no longer returning fire, which meant they had used dl their shots.
Not enough discipline, she thought. Too late to learn it now.

The struggle now focused on the exit passage.

Even if theinvaders broke through the bottleneck of soldiers, they would find the gate chained closed
agan.

“Holdfire)” said Clement.
The sgna-man changed histune. The gunsgradudly fdll silent.
“Sabersonly. Attack,” said Clement.

And then sheran, with him cheerfully piping the sgnals behind her. Sheran for the entry to the
daughterhouse stink of the courtyard, as the reloaders unshielded their lamps and put them atop the half
wall, 0 the gunflash-blinded pistoliers could seeto fight.

Sheran, and with her saber’ s hilt dealt aringing blow to the helm of a soldier who was about to strike
open the neck of afdlen man. “Mine!” she screamed into the soldier’ s startled face. “ Go forward!”

She had to trust her rivetsto protect hersalf, and her prisoner, from accidenta attack: polished,
light-reflecting brass that studded the front and back of her leather armor, and marked her asafélow
soldier even in the hazy light, the rising dust, the spray of blood. The wounded man thrashed and shouted,
struggling to rise. His beard was fouled with straw. Hiseyes. . . she could not quite endure them. The
purity of hisrage.

Her shot had blown out the back of histhigh. Inside the ugly wound, she saw broken bone. She wrestled
him down, knelt on his back to hold him. Shouted hoarsely for amedic.

The signa-man piped on. No one responded to her shout, asingle hoarse cry in aroar of shouts. People
ran past her, tripping on her prisoner’ s sprawled limbs. “ Soldier!” she shouted at each one, futildy. “ Get
the medic!”

Impossible to know how the battle was going, but easy to predict the outcome. A tangle of struggling,
shouting shadowsin the arched Passageway. A dozen or more bodies, dead and dying, scattered. A few
soldiers now, somewhat dazed in the aftermath, dispatching anyone who till moved.

“Medic!” Clement shouted.

Finaly, aman rushed up to her, with a pae boy bearing alantern. “Lieutenant-Generd ? What is your
hurt?’

“Thisprisoner. Hemust live”

The medic took one look. “Hisleg must come off, then.” The boy was tottering. The medic snaiched the
lantern from him.

“Give methelight.” The prisoner’ sthrashing waslosing its strength, so Clement could hold the lantern
reasonably steady while the medic put hands into the wound, and pinched shut aspurting artery.

“It may betoolate,” he commented.



The boy crumpled.
Someone was shouting for her.

“Herel” she answered. It took afew more shouts before Captain Herme found her. Meanwhile, she
noticed the soldiers coming out of the arched passageway, noticed therising sllence.

“It sover,” Herme said, unnecessarily.
“Get that kid out of theway, will you?’

A soldier picked up the boy and took him away. Otherstook control of the injured prisoner, so Clement
could stand up. Some-thing hurt. Her ribs. Willis must have gotten in agood punch. She stood by the
medic. “Don’'t amputate yet. But get his bleeding stopped.”

“There swounded soldiers” said the sergeant.

“Unlessthewounds arelife threstening, they’ Il haveto wait.”

In the dining hall, the wounded gathered, limp or giddy, attended by their comrades. The medic put his
cauterizing irons on thefire. The lantern-boy vomited hel plesdy in the corner. Clement checked the
waiting soldiers, and found no life-threatening wounds. The rebels guns had used up their shots before
they had targets to shoot at; their daggers had rarely penetrated armor. Degath-and-Life had been
cornered, helpless, so overwhelmed they’ d hardly been able to fight back.

She went out again to the courtyard. Soldiersworked in pairsto carry the bodies away.

As she waked down the arched passageway to the gate, shelifted her lantern. Blood smeared the wall
and puddied the cobblestones. She stepped carefully. The smel made her ssomach churn.

She went through the gate, which now hung gar. The chain with which the soldiers had secured it
dangled. The origina padlock, its hasp filed open, lay tossed upon the stones. Outside, the snow was
churned up, pink with blood. She followed thetrail toward the sound of soldier’s curang.

“By gods, | thought | was skewered.”
“Isn’'t that one dead yet?’
“Héll, thisisdirty work!”

They fell slent at the sight of her. In solitary silence she viewed the bodies piled in the snow. A boy. A
woman older than she. A man with hisgutstrailing. Not much blood now, just adiscarded pile of flaccid
gray flesh. The soldiers pockets bulged with pilferage.

Sheturned away. Behind her, she heard the voices start again.
“It' sfucking cold!”
“Haven't we got them all yet?’

“What did the lieutenant-general want?’



“Did you hear she' s making the medic treeat the prisoner first?’

She could hardly lift her feet, she was so tired. The stars shimmered coldly overhead. Her breeth puffed
out, obscuring her vison.

She waswaking away from the garrison.
She could not stop herself.
Her boots caught in deep snow. Sheféll. Shelay.

Her lantern had gone out.

Under guard, the prisoner lay raving, tied spread-eagle to atable. Hisleg, roughly splinted, smelled like
charred mest. His cut-open clothing trailed from him in bloody, unraveling rags.

Clement said to the guards, “ Go eat something.” She pulled up achair, and sat, and crossed her legs.
She had forced hersdlf to swallow a sweetened corncake, but her sscomach still churned. “Willis” she said
quietly in Shaftalese, “ Stop your ranting. There' s no audience anymore—just you and me.”

Hefdl slent—with surprise?—and gave her a scouring, baleful glance. “When the G’ deon comes,” he
sad, “shewill take out your heart. She will dissolve your flesh. Y ou will beg her for death. Y ou will beg!”

Clement said, “Yes, I'm rather afraid of that. When can we expect the G’ deon to come?’

“When we prove our devotion to her! When we prove that we are willing to serve her unto death!”
“What will it teketo provethis?’

He said through paelips, “ The abandonment of mercy.”

Though Clement had managed to get herself back indoors, she remained weak and stunned by the horror
of the massacre. Y es. The abandonment of mercy.

What mercy had the Sainnites ever granted?
She shut her eyes. She opened them to find he was looking at her. “ Are my people al dead?’ he asked.
“Yes, they are”

Now, histurn to shut hiseyes. A furrowed face, much hardened and battered by the bitter weather of
this godsforsaken place. Hislips moved. Perhaps he said the names of the dead.

“Tell me about your G’ deon,” said Clement. “1 want to know about her. What does she look like? What
has she said to you? Why isn't she here with you, hel ping to fight your baitles?’

His eyes opened, hiswegthered face creased into abaleful grin. “Y ou fear the day that happens! And so
you ought to! Theland itsalf has been tainted by your presence, but she will not foul herself with Sainnite
blood. She named me her champion. But do you think | am the only one? After this night, hundreds will
rise up. Thousandd”

He paused to gasp for breath. Though the bleeding had been stopped, the pain must have been



excruciating. Y et, despite agony and weakness, hiswords were chilling, terrible. The effect he had on his
followers must have been profound.

Clement pulled hersdlf together, considered what he had said, and asked quietly, “How many of your
people did you hold back in the woods?’

“What difference doesit make how many? They' re flying down the mountain now!” He uttered araw
laugh. “Oh, no, you'll not keep thisnight asecret! All will be known. That we are heroes. And that
you—" He glanced at her again. “Y ou cannot slence sories. The land itself will know our names.”

Like Cadmar, the man only seemed able to make speeches. He was afigure, as Cadmar had become a
figure

Helay gasping, shivering. There were no blankets here, and the warmth of the fireplace did not trave far.
At thefar end of the hal, where the medic was cleansing and binding the last wounds, soldierstrailed in,
checked on their comrades, ate a cold corncake or two, and exchanged muted accounts of what had
happened. Clement heard no bragging; even hardened soldierswould find this night’ s butchery difficult to
be proud of.

“Willis,” shesaid. “Tel me about South Hill.”

Helooked at her blankly.

“Surely, what happened there no longer matters, after so many years.”
He said, shallow-breathed, “Who are you?’

“I’'m Clement, daughter of Gabian. | want to understand what is happening to us.” Sheleaned a bit
forward, her tiff leather creaking. “ There was amysterious woman, atraitor, who cameto South Hill.
Tel me about what happened there, and I’ll tell the medic he can give you apain draught.”

Some people when injured lose dl their intelligence, but this was not one of them. He said, “ She was one
of yours. Y ou know what happened.”

“I am being honest with you, one commander to another. We Sainnites knew nothing of her, or of her
doings. Thisisthetruth. At least tell me her name.”

“Her name? If you don’t know, why should | say it?’

“Did she have aname?’

He gave her the scornful ook one madman gives ancther. “ Everyone has aname!”

“Did shetell stories?’

“Stories?’ Histone was blank. Was he concealing something, or was there nothing to conceal ?

She sat back, and it occurred to her to undo some buckles so the leather would not keep digging into her
aching ribs. “Was she aborder woman?’ She fumbled with the buckles.

Of course, he would not answer asingle question. And there was no point in torturing him for the answer.
Hewould smply die.

“Ashawdadi,” hemumbled.



His vague gaze sharpened. She redlized she was staring; perhaps she had even turned pale.
“Ashawadadi,” he said morefirmly, apparently appreciating the effect thisword had on her.

Hard to say who wasin charge of thisinterrogation, hard to say which of them had the most power.
“She claimed,” he added. “ So she got herself into the company by playing on the commander’s
sympathy. Because you Sainnites destroyed her people.”

Clement said, “ So shewasjust pretending to be asurvivor of the Ashawaad i people.”
“Shewas atraitor. She admitted it. Telling secretsto aman in the garrison.”

“Towhat man? To that seer, Medric? It was he who turned traitor against us! It must have been because
of her.”

The leader of Death-and-Life gave her abaffled look. “ Then why did Mabin tell meto kill her?’
She gtared a him, stunned and chilled. “Mabin knew of thiswoman?’
“It does not matter,” said the man. His eyeswere glazing over.

No, Clement thought, it does not matter. Except that the Ashawala i had been massacred because
another seer had foreseen that amember of this distant, isolated tribe would cause the destruction of the
Sainnites. And the shadow-woman of South Hill and the shadow-woman of the Lost G’ deon story were
linked by councilor Mabin. And araven had dropped abook out of the sky.

“Lieutenant-Genera, you are not injured?’

Shewas holding her head, she redlized. The medic had come up to her, with his knives and his bone saw.
The cauterizing irons were once again on thefire.

“It' sheen along night,” she said.
He snickered, apparently thinking she was making apun. And then he said vicioudy, “Hell!”

Shelegpt up. The medic tore frantically at Willis stightly bound bandages, which were suddenly sodden.
Blood pooled on the tabletop, and dripped to the stone floor. But Willislay quiet, profoundly at rest.
Even hisfanatica heart had stopped besting.

Chapter Thirty-One

From one exterior wall to the other, nothing interrupted the open space of the big building sfirst floor. At
both ends, hot fires crackled in stone fireplaces, but could not do more than lift the chill of sovast a
gpace. Asthe whole host of Paladins came in, however, the space began to seem too small. They
stripped off their winter gear, and soon awall of pegs was hung with clothing, skis, and weapons.
Garland, pushing hisway through the convivia, loud-spoken groups towards the kitchen, heard scattered
words of conversation that mixed together like the ingredients for a soup.

“...when shetook my hand ...”



“. . dizzy!”

“...what Mabin issaying to her now?’

“I never even felt like hesitating.”

“. .. how often do we have that confidence?’

“And | just want to know what...”

“...thefirst day of thefirst year of Karis G’ deon?’

Garland found the kitchen, another grand space, crowded with a half dozen sweating cooks, who upon
every surface wereralling and filling pastries, on every fire were turning massive chunks of roasting
meats, and on anumber of auxiliary stoves were stirring big pots of strong-smelling soup. Garland had
thought he was exhausted, but now his heart began to pound with excitement.

Someone grabbed him by the shoulder. “Who are you?’
“Teafor Karis?’ hesaid. “I’m acook,” he added.

The cook, a crabby-looking woman with awool cap on her head, pointed the way to hot water, then
followed Garland suspicioudly to the steaming kettle and watched as he unpacked Emil’ stegpot from its
box and measured out the tea. Abruptly, she asked, “Y ou're acook? Will you help us out in here?’

“Yes, assoonas| can.”

“Isit truewhat they’re saying? That it’ sredlly her, the Lost G deon?’

“It' strue.”

“What' s going to happen now?’

“I don’'t know. Making history isn't much like following arecipe, | guess.”
“Wdl! Maybeif she gets something to eat!”

The cook hurried off to fill atray with lovely crisp bits of filled pastry that had just come out of the oven,
exactly as Garland would have donein her position. Y et if he had asked her if she thought that good food
could make people wise, shewould have laughed at the idea.

Karis had picked up and returned every discarded weapon to each Paladin. By the time she was
finished, the sun had nearly sunk below the horizon. Now, as Garland edged hisway through the
crowded shearing room, the Long Night candle was being lit: amonstrous candle, red as Karis s codt,
set on atablein the middle of the room. Asitswick sputtered into flame, the Paadins beganto sing, a
rather mysterious song full of great symbolism, that Garland vaguely remembered having heard every
year. Asthe singersfinished the last verse, the kegs were tapped, and the singing was obscured by
cheers. Garland had safely transported his tea pot and tray to the door of the side room, where, he
supposed, brokers and shepherds had conducted their negotiations during shearing time. Within, Karis,
Emil, Norinaand Medric had drawn sturdy wooden chairs up to the hearth, their sodden hats, gloves,
and mufflerslay on the floor, and they held out cold-whitened hands to be toasted by the flames. Karis's
frozen tears had finally thawed. Now, vivid red patches on her cheeks revealed where the wind had



pedled the skin away.

Mabin was scolding her. While Karis stole away the hearts of her Paadins, Mabin had sat indoors,
fuming. She had begun her rant even before Garland had taken Emil’ stea set and left in search of hot
water. Her angry speech continued as Garland filled and dmost immediately began refilling the little
teacups. “. . . have you not even one thought of justice? Thousands of Shaftai people have been killed on
their own soil, defending their own land. Do you think we can smply forget those wasted lives? The greeat
talents of my generation and of yours—hunted down, extinguished, their knowledge and understandings
forever logt. Our libraries burned, our university razed . . .”

Karistook the food tray from Garland, offered it to her friends, then balanced it on her knees. By the
time Mabin had finally worn her anger into slence, Karis had drunk four cups of teaand eaten most of
the padtries. The Paladins, having sung severa songs, apparently had now begun to dance. Their heavy
boots stamped out the rhythm on the wooden planks. Belatedly, some musical instruments began to play:
asqueding fiddle, and abregthy flute.

“Areyou done?’ Karis said to Mabin. Her voice was racked, araw edge of sound giving rough shapeto
hollow sllence. Sheturned to look at the councilor, and added, “1 hope?’

Mabin pursed her thin lips. “Will you respond?’
Karisran fingersthrough her hair, which meting ice had left adamply curling tangle. “No,” she said.
“No?’" Mabin’svoicerose. “No?’

Karis sat back in the chair, which gave an alarming squawk under her weight. “My logic supersedes
yours.”

Mabin stared at her. Norinagave Karis an impressed glance, eyebrows raised. Emil said, “The Sainnites
areweak, and we are rapidly becoming the kind of people who can do what we must do to overcome
them, without any further trivia dithering over the mordity of our actions. And thenwe Il liveinaland like
Sainna, where dl disagreements are decided by violence and every generation wreaks vengeance on the
next. Isthat the justice you want?’

Mabin seemed relieved that someone, at least, waswilling to tangle with her. Asthough Medric,
inconsequentid in his shivering, red-eyed misery of cold and weariness, were not even in the room, she
said with disgust, “Isthat what your Sainnite seer predicts?’

Emil said, “Medric was not thefirg to seeit. When Zanjana Tarwein was brutalized by Sainnites and
then by Paladins, she rightly wondered what redl difference there was between them and us. So shewas
thefirst to seethat the habitua use of brute force was changing us, including she hersdlf, into brutes.
That’ salesson you yourself managed to teach her.”

“Shall we bethevictims of brutesinstead? Shdl we let them—"
Karissaid, “If you want to convince me, you' d better come up with some new arguments.”
Though Karis s voice was a mere shadow, at these words Mabin fell slent.

Norinasaid crisply, “Karis, you don't need Mabin. Ask her to retire. Spare yourself and usthe
aggravetion.”

Karissad wryly, “When Mabin raves a me how wrong | am, that’ sthe only timel’m certain that I’'m
right.”



Norinasaid, “You don’'t need that certainty. Y ou have your own, the certainty of action.”

As Garland leaned over Karis s shoulder to take the teacup out of her hand and fill it up again, he noticed
that her palms had been fissured by dry cold and hard work. J han camein to report that Leebawas
adeep. Garland whispered in hisear, and J han went off to rummagein his pack, and returned to rub an
unguent into Karis s battered hands. Mabin, rigid, glared into the fire. Karis gppeared to be considering
Norind s suggestion, but said findly, “ Aggravate me dl you want, Mabin. Shaftal needsitshero.”

Mabin cried, “By theland—you'rejust like Harald!”
“Obdtinate asatree ssump,” said Norinacoolly.
Karissaid in her shredded voice, “Oh, | don't think so—atree stump can be moved.”

J han, with a choked snort, dropped Karis s hand. Emil fought for composure. Medric began to snicker
helplessly. Apparently immuneto their stifled hilarity, Norinasaid, “ Councilor, you know that’ satruth to
beignored at your peril. Y our continuing resstance will only force Karisto continue to humiliate you. |
recommend another strategy, one that will make both of you less miserable.”

Mabin opened her mouth as though to utter afresh recrimination. Norinaraised her eyebrows. Mabin
stopped hersalf, and took a breath. “Karis, what does Shaftal need of me?’

Emil gave Norinaacongratulatory glance. Clearly, the two of them understood the shifts and starts of this
conversation far more profoundly than Garland could hopeto.

Karissad, “Respongbility. For Emil.”

This strangely worded request meant nothing to Garland, but Emil jerked with surprise. Hisfingersrose
to his scarred earlobe, then he controlled the movement, and closed his mouth tightly over what Garland
thought might be a strenuous objection.

Mabin said, “But Emil resgned from the Pdadins”

Emil replied in astrained, muted voice, “No, | resgned my position in South Hill. | wrotein my letter to
you that | could no longer serve under your command. But | did not renounce my vows.”

After amoment’ sthought, Mabin said with rigid discipline, “1 see. And you are not refusing Karis's
request?’

Emil looked at Karis. Her lipswere drawn tight; her jaw was set. He said unsteadily, “1 know better than
to refuse thewill of Shaftal.”

Mabin seemed to be gathering hersdlf to rise, and Garland said, “What do you need, Councilor?’
She glanced at him, surprised. “My commander.”
“Andacork,” said J han, who was again rummaging in his pack.

Garland went out and signded the commander, who came in and talked to Mabin, then bent over Emil’s
huddled form and said something quietly to him, with ahand on his shoulder. Emil raised atear-stained
facetotak to her.

J han had opened his chest of surgica instruments, and selected a sturdy needle from among the strange
devices. Garland examined the contents of his pockets: a packet of sdt, anutmeg, a short length of string,
atin of matches, awad of tinder, asewing kit, atin of tea, and an array of corks. He offered them al to



J han. “Which one?’

“Y ou keep corksin your pocket?’

“Where esewould | keep them? J han, | don’t understand what is happening. Why is Emil so unhappy?’
“He sbeing promoted,” J han said.

“And that makes him miserable? Y ou people are nothing like Sainnites.”

Smiling crookedly, J han selected one of Garland’ s corks, and stuck the needlein it. “Emil has aways
wanted to be ascholar. Thelast few years, he' sbeen cdling himsdlf alibrarian. | never heard him
express adesireto be agenerd. Givethat to Karis, will you?’ He handed Garland the needle and cork.

After Mabin’s commander had stepped out, Emil said shakily to Medric, “Master seer, what ismy
future?

Medric said, with strange gentleness, *Y ou know the answer, Emil.”

“Karis—!" Emil cried.

‘ After what you' ve done to me—!* Karissaid.

Norina uttered asharp laugh, perhaps because Karis s aggrieved tone so exactly matched Emil’s.

Garland gave Karis the needle and cork, which she examined determinedly. He collected the empty
teacups, and hung sodden clothing on hooks. J han, having packed away his gear, went to Karis and
appeared to be explaining to her the anatomy of ears, pointing a his own ear as an example. Emil
withdrew into inexplicable suffering, and no one disturbed him.

When Mabin’s commander re-entered the room, a dozen others followed her in. The Paladinswere
somber; the music in the big room had been silenced. The commander put three gold ringsinto Mabin's
hand.

Emil refused the handkerchief Medric offered, and knelt before Karis. No one seemed surprised that he
was weeping; some of the Paladins seemed ready to weep themsalves, in sympathy.

Threetimes, Karis put the needle through Emil’ s earlobe.
Mabin put in the earrings. When she was finished, she said solemnly, “Emil, Generad of Pdadins.”

Everyone moved towards Emil: it appeared to be time to comfort him, embrace him, reassure him that he
would survive.

But Emil did not rise. Karis shand rested on his shoulder. Apparently, she was not finished with him.
Emil gazed seadily, sarkly, into her face,

When Karisfinaly spoke, her voice was scarcely audible. “ Emil, will you form and serve at the head of a
new Council of Shafta?’

He replied without surprise, in avoicethat did not waver, “What Shaftal requires of me | will do.”
Norinasad, “Emil, Generd of Paladins, by thisvow you are bound.”
Then, Karis helped him to rise, and kissed him apologetically, and passed him to Medric, who passed



him to hisfriends, who passed him to the Paadins, and they each did what they could for him.

Garland spent Long Night as cooks do, in the kitchen. When he emerged with trays of food still crackling
from the oven, he saw Emil dancing gracefully with Mabin’s commander. He saw Karislaughing, with a
half dozen people crowded around her. He saw Paadins dancing around the candle and kissing
drunkenly in the corners. He saw Norinaand J han leaning shoulder to shoulder against awall, fingers
intertwined. Another time, he saw Norinaand J han dancing, Emil seriousin the middie of an earnest
crowd, and Karis crouched on acrate, ddicately repairing the neck of the fiddle, with her toolbox at her
feet.

Garland lost all track of thetime. When he eventualy found hisway back to the celebration, the ovens
were cold, the dishes washed, and the First Day sweet bread was rising in bowls on the hearth. In the
great room, the Long Night candle was two-thirds burned. People dozed in companionable huddles by
the fireplaces. Thefiddler played ameancholy tune while four people, leaning on each other for balance,
sang soulfully but unclearly about leaving home. Garland could find none of his companions and did not
know where to look for them. He found a chair and watched the candle burn.

Eventudly, he noticed Karis stoolbox, pushed out of the way againgt thewall. Above it was an empty
peg where her coat had hung.

He put on his coat, and went outside.

The cold struck with such violence that he could not much appreciate the crystalline beauty of the Sarlit
night. Snow cracked under his boots, and despite the hobnails his steps skittered on ice as hard asiron.
Thewailing singers, the howling fiddle, these sounds seemed far away as he tread around the glittering
stones that composed the exterior wall of the building. Theriver was aroad of ice, hedged on both sides
by barren, bowed-over trees. The sky was light-spangled black, remote and mysterious. By habit he
located afew familiar stars, and noticed the risng and setting congtellations. He heard asound of ragged
breething, and walked down the quay that stuck a stubby finger into theriver here. Karis huddled there,
like aboulder shoved up out of place by ice. He reached an arm around her, for she was weeping.

The cold seemed unendurable. When Karis spoke, her breath covered them in a sudden cloud, but her
voice was just acrack of sound. “I’ve made alot of toolsin twenty years. Scarcely ahousehold lacks
one now. | fed them, gathering dust or being used. Just like with Medric’ sbooks, | know where they all
are. Likegars”

Garland looked up and tried to imagine being surrounded aways by such a constellation of knowledge.
He wanted to ask her to come inside, to be again the one who turned tree pruningsinto furniture and
cupboards into dedges. But the transformations of that day had been irrevocable.

Shesad, “I made some metd files one year. And one of those was used awhile ago. It’ sthe only one of
my tools used tonight. Now, the one who used it isdeed, and thefileisstill in her bloody pocket.”

She breathed sharply in. Her muscled back gave a shudder under Garland’ sarm. “Now another oneis
dead,” shesaid, in her shredded voice.

“What is hgppening?What iskilling them?’

“Violence” shesad heavily.



“But it sLong Night! A new year!”
She raised her head from her knees. “ And it would be acceptable on any other night?’

Garland heard the scrape of hobnails on ice, and then the distant, ditinct rhythm of Sainnese curses. He
stood up, and shouted. Medric, hisfeet jammed into unlaced boots, and Emil steadying him with one
hand while buttoning his own coat with the other came down the quay. Medric crouched beside Karis,
shivering violently. “Hél, hdll, hdl! She’ sgiven them amartyr!”

Emil stood back, handsin his pockets, grimin the faint starlight. He looked up—the habitua movement
of atraveer, checking his orientation, confirming with the sky that it wasindeed winter, the dawn of a
new year. His earrings glittered faintly in the sarlight. He said obscurely, “ That idiot, Willis. Inevitable.”

Medric responded, “But Clement is a short-sighted, bloody fool! If she had just read the book! She had
itinherhand...”

Karishad raised her head again. She said to Garland, “ These men spesk a strange language, don't they.”
“I guess Willisis one of those that waskilled,” said Garland, “ And that’ sadisaster. | don’t know how!”

“My poor little book,” said Medric. “All | did wastell the humble truth, and trust the common sense of
the Shaftdi people. But Willis, hisisagrand, heroic tragedy. My little book can’'t compete. Hisdegth is
what they’ll heed.”

Garland burst out, “Y ou mean it sal for nothing? The writing, the printing, the hauling, theworry?1t'sal
wagted? Because that fanatic got himself in the Sainnites’ way?’

In the sllence, the distant sound of celebration seemed drunken self-indulgence. If such great |abors could
be so casudly undone, thought Garland, what was the point of effort?

Karis asked Medric in her cracked whisper, “What future do you see?’

The seer said miserably, “I can't see abloody thing.” “What about Zanja?’ Her shattered voice made it
seem asif Karishad lost al hope.

But Medric looked up. Thefrosted lenses of his spectacles glimmered. “Maybeit’stime| talked to her.”

Zanjand Tarwein filled her pot and lit her fire. The stars were coming out. She examined them asthey
appeared, but not asingle star seemed to be in the same place asit had been the night before. She
asked, “Doesthe pattern liein thelack of a pattern?’

And then she knew something had changed. In all these flegting days and patternless nights, she had
never spoken out loud. Now that she had doneit, she recognized the soundlessness of this barren place:
she heard not even afar away bird song, or the soughing of the wind, or the crackle of the flames under
her pot of water.

A footstep grated on gravel. She turned her head, and Medric squatted down beside her. “Y ou’ re not
easy tofind,” he commented.

“Areyou dead, Medric?’

“Oh, no, just dreaming. Y ou've got Emil’stea set! And that old tin pot we used to put kitchen scrapsin.”



The water was boiling, so Zanjamadetea. As she swirled the pot, she could smell it: half grassand half
flower, the scent she would always associate with Emil, sinceit was hisfavorite kind of tea. She heard
her clothesrustle, felt the heat of the pot on the pams of her hands, the ache of painin her chest.

Medric sat beside her firein peaceful slence. She said, Y ou' ve brought sensation with you.”
“Havel?Isit unplessant?’

She poured him a cup of tea, but hesitated to hand it to him. “If you eat or drink in the Land of the Dead

“Thisisnot the Land of the Dead.” Hetook the tiny cup from her, and sipped. “Y ou know, thisisthe
first timel’vetasted your tea? It is good.”

Zanjatasted the cup she had poured for herself. The complex flavor of the teamade afist of sharp pain
clench her heart. She said, If I’'m not in the Land of the Dead—and you can visit mein adream—havel
traveled so smdll adistance? How long doesit take for asoul’ s journey to end?

“1t’ s been four months,” said Medric.
“Thousands of nightd”

“A hundred. A hundred and twenty, maybe. It's Long Night now. A few hours before sunrise. | lay
down under Karis sred coat, because | thought it might help meto find you. Karis made me deep. |
suppose she' s il beside me now.”

“Goddl” Zanja s dropped teacup uttered amusical ring against the clapper of asharp stone. She pressed
her handsto her chest, but the pain there did not ease. “My agonies should be ended! | should have
earned some peacel”

She jerked sharply away from Medric’ s uplifted hand.

Instead of touching her, he picked up the fallen teacup. “What doesit take to break these things? After
S0 many journeys and so many battles, the box isawreck, but the cups and the pot, not asingle chip.”

Shetook the teacup from him, and examined it. “1 can no longer read this symbal. Y our comments are
obscure.”

“Obscure? Nothing is obscure to you.” He blinked at her. “The storyteller has your insight, isthat it? And
S0 you can't see the pattern.”

“What pattern?’ she said desperately. “Isthere one? What isthis place? Why am | not dead?’
“| seethat you are suspended between life and degth, and can't get to either state.”
Unsurprised, she said, “ Forever?’

“When your body finaly dies, | supposeyou'll be set free. But it may seem like forever to you.”
“But you severed my soul from the flesh!”

“I’'m afraid Norina subverted our logic with her own. She thought she' d make away to get you back.
But you know air logic, cruel even a itsmost merciful.”

Zanjasad, bitterly, “I cannot even curse her!”



A long timethey sat together. The sun, usudly so quick to pop up from the horizon, was dow to rise. At
last Zanjasaid, “I demand that Norinaright her wrong.”

Looking miserable, Medric dried out histeacup on thetail of hisshirt.
“Medric!”

“Y ou mean that you want her to findly kill you.” He put thelit’ tie cup into its spot in the box. “I'll tell her.
| never thought I’ d be killing you twice.”

Hetook off his spectaclesto wipe his eyes. It was terrible to see such amerry man so sad.
“I wishyou would leave,” she said. “ And take your heartache with you.”
“Would you like to have this? It' s my book, the one we printed on the old librarian’ s press.”

She accepted the oddly made book he had taken from his pocket. It had a child’ s gluey fingerprint on the
cover.

“Will you dso take this coat?’

Now that the light was findly rising, she recognized the vivid red of the coat he wore. “No!”

“But thisisacold place.”

She had not known it was cold until he said so. Shivering, she said, “| need to be cold. Please go!”

He got to hisfeet, and walked away, into the blaze of the rising sun. He did not look back. She did not
cdl out to him. It was ardief when he had gone.

They had gathered around Medric while he dreamed, a collection of weary travelers sharing blankets and
using each other as pillowsin the airy attic of abuilding never meant for winter habitation. Garland dozed,
awoke shivering, pressed himsalf againgt the nearest body for warmth, and dept again. When voices
woke him, some faint light had begun to filter in, and a.distant window floated in the black, framing a
couple of fading stars. Downdtairs, the Long Night candle would soon be extinguished. Thefirst day of
thefirst year of Karis G’ deon would soon dawn.

Karis till sat beside Medric with one knee drawn up and his hand clasped in hers. But he was mumbling
irritably, and Emil stood over him, hauling him to aSitting position.

“It'sno good,” said Medric.

“You couldn’t find her?” Emil said.

“She’'sdead?”’ Karissaid.

Medric said. “It would be better if she were dead. Norina—"

“I'mawake,” shesaid.

Garland was quite sartled to redize that the body he clasped so tightly was the Truthken's.

Shesad, “Well, what?’



“We haveto kill her again. Her body, thistime.”

“We?You mean me.” Norinatucked the blankets back around Garland and J han as she got up. “In
your opinion, Medric, would killing the storyteller be ajust and merciful act?’

“Zanjademands that you right your wrong. It seems a demand both for justice and for mercy.”
“She asksthis out of anger? Out of despair?’

“Oh, she' sangry. But your interference trapped her in adreadful place, a between place, anothing place.
Wecan't just leave her there.”

Norinaasked, with that inhuman coldness of hers, “What if the storyteller would rather live?’

Therewasadlence. Emil sad, “I think Zanja s desires take precedence. But you might gain the
gtoryteller' s acquiescence when the time comes.”

“Yes, you can probably do that,” said Medric. “If she' sthe onewith theinsight, she'll understand.”
Norinasettled on her hedls. Garland redlized shewaslooking at Karis.

Karis spoke in avoice that had shredded to awhisper. “What do you want meto say?’

“That youwon't interfere.”

Kariswasslent.

But as though Karis had spoken, Norinasaid, “Y ou must consider thisfurther. If | am forced to act
without your consent, it will bethe end of our friendship. And | fed that | have no choicein this”

| know,” Karissaid. ”Leave me done."
Sighing, Emil said to Medric, “Did your dream yield only bad news?’

“Zanjaistrapped in asingle empty moment. It isimpossible for her to have any understanding that might
be of useto us”

The light was rising. Garland could dmost see the expression on Emil’ sface, asit changed from pained to
gartled. “ Then we re asking the wrong one,” he said. “We need to ask the storytdller.”

Part 5
How Tortoise Woman Saved The World

Tortoise Woman's son had married some farmers to the north, and one day she decided to vigit him. It
was a bright, warm day, and she hummed to hersdlf as she walked. Normaly, she was agrumpy, solitary
person, but on days like this even she could be in agood mood. When she stepped across acrack in the
earth, thin asagrass stem, she hardly noticed it.

Returning home, though, she stopped at the crack, which was aswide as afinger now. She had seen



crackslike thisbefore, in flood plains after the water had receded, but this soil was sandy and it had not
been that long since the last rain. She put her eye to the crack. It seemed to have no bottom, and the
darkness was very dark indeed. But she stepped over the crack, and continued home.

The next time she walked that path, the summer was over and frost sparkled on the shadow side of the
stones. When she came to the crack, it was wide as a hand, and even as she watched, she saw arock
teeter into it and disappear in the darkness. “1 wonder how long thiscrack is,” she said to hersdlf, and
walked aong the crack in one direction and then in another. 1t seemed to go on forever. But she stepped
over the crack and went on to her son’s house.

“Has anyone noticed that big crack in the path?’ she asked her son and hisfamily. No one had.

When she returned home, the crack had gotten much wider. She measured it with her walking stick, and
then sat down beside the path to take a nap. When she awoke, she measured it again, and athough it
had not gotten much wider in so littletime, it was certainly wider.

She went home and said to her own family, “I am afraid the earth is plitting in haf.”
“Youarebeangridiculous,” they said.

Thefal mud came, and then thekilling frost. One day, Tortoise Woman told her family that shewas
going to visit her son one more time before the snow began to fall, but it was alie. The crack that would
soon separate the world had gotten much wider.

“Perhaps the two pieces of the world might be pulled back together,” she said to hersdlf. “But if | wait
until spring and bring al the people | know to see this problem, and get them to use cables and horsesto
pull the pieces together—by then it might be too late; it might be impossible to get from one sideto the
other.”

Besdes, her son’ sfamily had not even noticed the problem, and her own family thought she was
ridiculous. Later, they would regret not having paid attention, but she could not wait for that to happen.

She lay down across the crack, with her front legs on one side and her back legs on the other, and she
dug inwith al her claws and began to pull. She pulled for many days and nights, and the winter snows
began to fal. Her family assumed she had decided to stay with her son for the winter, and of course her
son thought she was comfortably at home.

After the spring mud, though, her family went out looking for her. “Thereisthe crack shewas so worried
about,” they said, asthey stepped over it. “Itisnot nearly aswide as she said it was.” On the way back
from their son’ shouse, very worried about her now, they found Tortoise Woman' swalking stick. They
noticed the marks she had made on it to measure the width of the crack, and they laid it across the crack
to measureit again. “ According to these marks,” they said, “this crack has gotten much narrower. That's
ridiculous.” And they walked away, looking for any sign of what had become of Tortoise Woman.

Infact, shewas very closeto them, so close that she had heard the entire conversation. With her legs dug
deeply into the earth and her head tucked in out of the weather, she had gradually been covered with
mud, and looked like abig rock straddling the crack in the earth. She had been pulling the edges together
all winter long, and was glad to hear that she had made progress.

Severd yearslater, her son brought his children that way, and they did not even notice the crack, though
he did wonder what had happened to it. Tortoise Woman had begun to sink into the earth, and plants
had taken root on her back. Even if she had dared let go, she could not have pulled hersdlf loose. But she
knew she needed to hold on, for she was the only thing keeping the world from splitting in two.



And there sheremains, to this very day.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Thewinter sun, apalid and late-arriving stranger, still lingered below the rooftops as the heavy iron gate
of the garrison svung open. A smadl, precisewoman in agray cloak, with flashes of red silk shining
through like flamein charcoal, stepped out onto the crispice. “ Good day, Soryteller,” said one of the
soldierswho had just come on duty. “Get some deep, en?’

He and hisfellows might have benefited from that same advice, for they were blinking wearily intherising
light. One of the others cdlled after the storytdller, as the gate was locked, “ That was afine night!”

The storytdller walked away acrosstheice. As sunlight suddenly gilded the attic window of anarrow
building, she pushed the hood back from her face and looked up. The sky was clear but colorless. The
golden glare on the roof seemed sourceless and mysterious. Acrossthat glare, araven stalked, hisragged
black blurringinahdo of light.

It wasthefirst day of the new year. Already, though the iron winter stretched before them, farmers would
begin to plan for the distant spring. The storyteller climbed the steps, opened the door to the silent house,
andwent in.

In the sparsely furnished upstairs rooms, the baby dept beside acold stove. The storytdller soundiesdly it
and built up anew fire, then she went to adark window over which thick curtains were drawvn. She
opened the curtains, lifted the iff, ice-crusted sash, and opened the shutters. Now the sun’s reluctant
rise cast itstentative brilliance across her features, sprinkling a golden flush on her sharp cheekbones but
leaving her eyesin shadow.

Inarush of cold air, the raven landed. Hisragged feathersrustled dryly as helifted hiswings and hopped
from the windowsll| into the room. The storytdller lowered the window sash, then turned and politely
offered the raven something to est.

“Thank you,” theraven said.

She brought him aplate of bread and cheese, poured him amug of water, and knelt on the floor near him
as he gulped down the food. “1t cannot be easy to find ameal in winter, even inthe city,” she said.

“Do you know who | am?’ the raven asked.

“Y ou are araven who wishesto talk to me.” The woman looked at him amoment, as though she knew
that she should be surprised. “ Do you know who | am?’ she asked.

“No, | am not certain.”
“l am acollector of tales. But | have never traded stories with araven.”

“I will gladly tell you astory,” the raven said. “But | do not want to hear one of your stories. | want you



to answver me aquestion.”

“| can answer no questions. Thereisvery little | understand.”

“Y ou haveingght, do you not?’

“Insght?1 suppose | do. But I have no memories. And insight without memory haslittle value.”

After along slence, to which the storyteller seemed indifferent, the raven said, “1 know you are areader
of glyphs. | ask you to cast the cards for me.”

The storyteller rose up lightly, checked that the baby was not too closeto the rising heet of the stove,
took the packet of glyph cards out of her boot, and squatted down by the raven again. “What is your
question?’

“How can the Sainnites be overcome without destroying the spirit of Shaftal?’

The storyteller moved her fingers through the cards, seeming scarcely interested in the raven’ s question or
inthe cards. The room'’ sonly light came through the unshuttered window. A card fdll to the floor: the
Wall, aso cdled the Obstacle, which glyph readers often interpret as an impermesable and insurmountable
problem. The storytdller examined this solitary card, and then shereversed it. On theright and left of the
Wall shelay out a pattern of cards. Her actions seemed swift, casud, and random, but, gradualy, as she
added cards and relocated those already laid down, the scattered cards began to group together and
overlay each other in some complex relationships. She had dropped fifteen cards when shefinally
stopped, though her fingers continued to sort through the cards in her hand.

“The patternis not complete,” shefindly said. “But that isdl | know of it.”

Theraven walked around the cards, examining them. The storyteller rose up to check the infant again,
and thistime she moved his basket a smal distance from the warming stove. Beyond a half-open door a
deeper moaned.

“Isthisapattern of present-and-future?’ the raven asked. “ Or isit cause-and-result?’
Shereturned to look at the cards. “Both, perhaps.”

“What is the obstacle that must be broken through?’

“I don’t know.”

“Isit aplace? Anidea? An event? A people?’

“People,” shesaid. “ Persons. But perhapsitisjust awall.”

The raven continued to ask questions about various e ements of the pattern, both those dementsto the
left and those to the right of the overturned wall. To some questions the storyteller offered severa
tentative or overlapping answers. To others she could offer no answer at dl.

The deeper in the next room moaned again, and the infant became retive. The raven asked, “How much
longer do you think we have?’

“Not long.”

“I promised you astory,” said the bird.



The storyteller said, “But | have not truly answered your question.

“Y ou have answered—but | must work to understand that answer. Therefore, | will tell you a story
without an ending. Isthat afair exchange?’

The storyteller had picked up the baby to quiet him. “Itisfair.”

Theraven told her astory about awoman whose spirit had been irretrievably split in two. Half her spirit
was exiled to wander aimlesdy in adistant dream world. Half her spirit remained in her body, and could
only tell stories. So those separated halves were doomed to continue, the raven said, without any
dteration in their condition, aslong as the woman's bodly lived.

The storyteller sood by the stove with theinfant in her arms. Shesad, “If | weretdlling thisstory, it
would properly end with death uniting the two halvesinto awhole.”

After along slence, the she added, “Ah, Raven, | understand! What afavor you have done!”
Theraven said, “With your consent, | can arrange your death.”

“But you are atrickster. Towhat am | truly consenting?’

Theraven said, “I will not trick you. In twelve daystime, you will bekilled. If you consent.”
“| do consent,” the Soryteller said, without hesitation and with' out sorrow.

The girl inthe next room asked an irritable question. The storyteller went silently to open the window,
one-handed, with the baby starting to wail with hunger into her shoulder. The raven flew out, and was
gonein the blaze of pale sunlight.

It wasthefirst day of thefirst year of Karis G’ deon. She huddled on the rough, unfinished boards of the
shearing-house attic, weeping. Garland had his arm stretched across her broad back. Leeba, recently
awakened, huddled with her arms wrapped around Karis s bent legs, frightened into tears herself.

Emil had been the one who talked to the storyteller, through the medium of Karisand the raven, but it

had been Kariswho offered the storyteller her desth. Now, Emil knelt beside Medric, who under Karis's
direction had laid out the glyph pattern on the floor, using cards borrowed from a deepy and confused
Pdadin.

Medric said unhappily, “ Thisisworse than reading Koles”
“Shewas ableto give us some clues of how to read it,” Emil said.
“But glyphswithout context. .. !”

“The reader dways creates the context.”

“We are not seeking a subjective truth, though. And to read these cards as though my experience of them
somehow reflectsapalitical redlity isnot just specious. It's dangerous.”

Emil put his hand on the seer’ s shoulder. Histhree earrings glittered briefly in abeam of sunlight. “We
sent her out to explore the wilderness. Now she has found away through, but it is up to usto read the
trail markings so we can follow her.”



“What if we aretoo stupid?’
“ Stupid? Oh come now, Medric!”

To Garland, this discussion wasincomprehensible. He understood, rather vaguely, that Emil had thought
it reasonableto let a casting of cards determine Shaftal’ s future. He understood now that Medric, who
would be responsible for interpreting those cards, thought that to read them reliably wasimpossible. But
Medric's explanation for hisreluctance made no sense, and neither did Emil’ s steedy assurance that it
could be done. What if Emil were asmad in hisway as Medric wasin his? Surely, Norinawould not
dlow lunacy to continue. Garland glanced hopefully &t her.

Norina stood with her arms folded, her back against a post that supported the center beam. She watched
Medric fret over the incomprehensble glyphs. Her face wasinscrutable.

When Norinakilled the sorytdler, it would be with that very expression on her face: passionless,
impersond. She was as mad asthe rest of them.

Karis s desperate, shuddering sobs had falen silent. One of her clenched hands unfolded, to stroke
Leeba s head. J han, who embraced Karis on the other side, dug out a preposteroudy clean
handkerchief for her to use. Leeba made afretful sound, and Karis said hoarsdly to her, “I’'m sorry I'm
scaring you. But I'm just sad.”

“You'reawayssad,” Leebasad.

Karislet her limbsunfold to take the child into her embrace. “I’ m sorry. But you make me glad, you
know.”

Emil said, “Karis, can you talk to me about politics?’
Karis, bowed over Leeba, did not respond.

Emil perssted. “1 think | must call an assembly, and it will take two months at |east to gather people
together. | have the Paladins now to act as messengers, but | assume we won't be bringing them to
Watfield with us—’

“Y ou're going to vist the center of Sainnite power without any Paladins?’ said Mabin, who had joined
them earlier. “Well, thisis certain to be a short-lived government.”

Karislooked up then. “That battle last night was the last. There will be no more bloodshed in Shaftal.”
Mabin looked blank, and Garland felt that blankness aso. No bloodshed? How?

Norinasaid, “Under thelaw, the G’ deon’ s declarations are to be understood as fact.”

“Her words only sound like hopeto me!” said Mabin.

Norinastraightened from her post. “ Break the law at your peril, Mabin.” Her tone was cold.

“Fact? said Karisinasmall voice.

“Y ou spesk for theland,” said Norinato Karis, asthough that explained everything. “You'll get
accusomed toit.”

Not by accident, Norina sfoot sharply nudged Mabin's. The councilor said, “If Karis sayswe don't
need an army to defeat an army, then she must be correct.” She looked like she had taken a mouthful of



putrid fish and wastrying to determine how to spit it out.

“For war cannot make peace.” Emil gestured at the cards on the floor. “And | see no war there. Do you,
Medric?’

Medric sadirritably, “Thisis not apredictive casting. It'san advisory casting.” He sat back on hishedls.
“War, defest, victory, none of these are advised.”

Abruptly, mysterioudy, Garland understood dl of them. Medric, who examined possibilities, could
conclude that war might continue, despite the storyteller’ s advice. Except Karis had said that it wouldn't.
And Mabin clearly thought that peace without victory would be impossible, and Norinamight well have
agreed with her, except that the law required her to agree with Karis, no matter what. So she agreed with
her.

Karissadflatly, “Thewar isover.” A statement of fact.

Karis sadvisorsal nodded distractedly: firelogic' s uncertainty was resolved; air logic shifted its entire
rationale to match anew principle; earth logic remained inarguable. Emil, apparently the quickest to
readjust his thinking—a dancer, that man, dways poised on histoes—said, “Wdl, Medric will grumble
over the cards, however long it takes. You and I, Karis, we need to decide what | am to do, if | am not
re-establishing the old government.”

Karis shut her eyes. Emil began to say something apologetic, but a gesture from Norinasilenced him.
Garland, till embracing Karis, thought she might be analyzing the distribution of weight on that loaded
food tray she had once described. Her desperate sorrow was not past—and would never be, perhaps.
But Karissaid surdily, “Cal an assembly, Emil, and name everyone who attendsit a councilor of
Shaftd.”

Emil blinked. “No Council of Thirteen? No Lilterwess Council?’

“The Lilterwess Council isto be formed by the G’ deon,” said Norina. “But if she chooses not to form
one, and to transfer their power directly to the assembly, that does not contradict any law.”

“It contradicts tradition—" began Mabin, and got herself kicked again. Apparently, shewasto endurea
painful re-training, but Garland could not manage to fed sorry for her.

Karissad, “Magter seer, what do you think?’

Medric looked up from his glyph puzzle. For once, he did not protest the forma way she had addressed
him. And his spectacles seemed perfectly clear. “Y ou are choosing the right way. Now leave me done.”

Emil asked Mabin, Norina, and J han to help him decide who to invite to the assembly, and how to
compose the important |etter that would coincidentaly announceto all the people of Shaftal that, after
twenty years of chaos, they had aG’ deon again. Apparently, Emil would then recruit the entire company
of Pdadinsto smultaneoudy write dictated copies of the letter, which the Paladins would hand-ddliver to
the recipients. Garland cried, “ Do you mean to tell methat every single Paladin carries pen and ink?’

Emil blandly produced a pen and a packet of ink from hiswaistcoat’ sinside pocket. Mabin kept hers
insde her black jacket, in abuttoned pocket that seemed designed for no other purpose. “1 don’t believe
it,” Garland muttered in Sainnese.

As Emil took his contingent towards the stairs, he said over his shoulder, “ Garland, | know you'll make
Karisest, but get her to rest also, will you?’



When they were gone, Karis commented, “ Apparently, you' re the one who gets the impossible task,
Galand.”

“I beg to differ,” muttered Medric.

Kariskissed Leeba shead again. “Listen, Leebal They’re singing the First-Day song! Let’s go down and
watch them put out the candle.’

Chapter Thirty-Three

The second day of the new year ended prematurely as the weary sun was engulfed by advancing clouds.
In the brief twilight the stars appeared to cast away their light with frantic haste before the clouds
smothered them. By thisfrail, rapidly failing illumination, Clement led the company of soldiers down the
hill, into the gently doped grazeland of ariver valey blanketed by faintly glimmering snow. The soldiers
snow shoes crunched; they walked in afog breathed out by their weary fellows.

Because Clement’ sthoughts were in turmoail, she had given her company no rest that day. The morning's
chatter had long since given way to plodding silence. In the dark valey stood acluster of buildings: an
established, successful farmstead that boasted a huge red cow barn.

A big shaggy dog came out from undernesth a porch to bark asharp darm, and in amoment the door
opened to spill itslight. An angular woman with alantern in her hand examined the company of soldiers
bearing down on her, quieted the dog with a command, then turned and spoke into the doorway.

By the time the soldiers had dl reached the bottom of the dope, a dozen of the cow farmers had come
out onto the porch. Clement stepped into the light.

Theleve look that the angular farmer gave Clement was a puzzlement. Seth turned and spoke to her
family, words Clement could not hear, and then she came down the steps. She said, “ Y our people can
deep in the barn, in the milking room. There' sastove, and fuel. Take straw to make beds. Y ou do know
the difference between straw and hay? And light no open flames, of course.” She added, “We |l bring
down some bread and cheese, or we can cook ahot meal if you want to wait for it.”

Clement heard words come out of her mouth: “No, al | ask is shelter and permission to draw from your
wdl.”

“There sapump in the milking room.”

Both of them were performing parts. This performance was necessary. But the old illness came over
Clement, a sdlf-loathing that for two days had continualy risen like nausea, only to recede in responseto
the counter-pressure of panic. The saf-loathing was familiar; it arrived after every battle, and lingered
longer every time. The panic, that was new.

Clement spoke some words that were not necessary or part of a performance. “My peoplewill do no
harm to your family or your family’slivelihood. | promiseyou.”

Seth’ sright eyebrow raised, very dightly. “Thisisarare assurance.” This neutra comment reveaed
something in Seth that Clement could not clearly see or make sense of. It was not what it should have



been: not anger, nor resentment, nor hatred.

There was no reason why even amodicum of trust should exist between them, and Clement was wasting
her timelooking for it.

Clement’ s company was conveying impatience by shuffling their feet, gasping loudly at the cold, and
rocking their weight noisily in the snow. Clement said over her shoulder, “ Captain Herme, take the
company to that big barn, but don’t go in until | get there.”

When she could hear the company’ s dedges starting to move behind her, she said to Seth, “We'll be
gone when you come down for the morning milking, and you won't know we were there.”

“More promises?’ Seth took a step forward. “1s Clem your true name?’
“Lieutenant-General Clement.”

Both Seth’ s eyebrows lifted now, but till there was no visble revulsion.
Clement said, “1 gpologize for deceiving you.”

“Oh, | imagine that you thought honesty wasimpossible,” said Seth.

“1 should have chosen not to pretend my way into your bed.”

A corner of the cow fanner’s mouth curled. “Make amends, then,” she said. “Come to my bed
again—without pretense, thistime.”

The sound of the soldiers' snow shoes had become distant. The farmers had begun to go back insde the
house, though some lingered to keep an eye on Seth. Clement noticed these things. She aso noticed how
the cold was seeping upward from her feet, how weariness crushed her earthward, how sounds echoed
inthe crisp air. But Seth’ swords seemed beyond understanding.

“My fireislit,” Seth said. “My family will let you comein. Thereisno lock on any door. Y ou only have
to find your way to me.”

“Itisimpossble,” said Clement.
“It ssemssmpletome.”

Clement heard crunching footsteps. Captain Herme, having complied with Clement’ s command,
apparently had now taken it upon himself to make sure of her safety. Fortunately, he did not understand
Shaftalese. Clement said to Seth, “ Y ou’ ve asked for an end to pretense. But if | cameto you, pretense
would be unavoidable. The pretense that we are not enemies.”

Seth said quietly, “Y ou and your people are strangers. | and my people are offering hospitaity, according
to the traditions of Shaftal. We—Il—chooseto offer it. Now what will you choose, Clem?’

“Lieutenant-Generd?’ said Herme tentatively.

Shesaidtohim, “Yes, I'm coming.” In Shaftaese, she said to Seth, “There is no choice.”
“Thereis,” Sethsad. “1 am giving you the choice”

But Clement had dready forced hersdf to turn and walk away.



Over thirty years ago, when Clement wasfirst judged mature and skilled enough to go into battle, duty
had become the fence that delimited the territory of her life. When she led her rested soldiers up the dope
in the morning, leaving the milking room as pristine asit had been when they arrived, that was duty. When
shedid not raise ahand in farewel | to the woman who stood watching from the porch, that was duty.
That her heart rebelled was, and aways had been, irrdevant.

Ten more nights, at ten more farms, Clement requested shelter for her company. Shelter wasfregly given,
food was generoudy cooked and served. Clement continued to demand that the soldiers behave
courteoudly, and that they accept thisfood and shelter asagirt and not aright. The soldiers gradualy
shifted from resentment to amazement. Clement herself was surprised by the cautious, awkward, but
inexplicably friendly conversationsinitiated with her by their involuntary hosts.

“Isit true your people are refugees?’ asked one old man.
“How can you survive without afamily?’ inquired ashy young woman.

A middle-aged woman with gnarled, work-hardened hands declared, “If you soldiers can make flowers
bloom you can grow vegetables.” And when Clement and her soldiers were leaving, the woman tucked
some packets of vegetable seeds into Clement’ s pocket and urged her to plant them.

“What has come over these people!” exclamed Herme.

Clement was unnerved. When and how had the Shaftali people become so well-informed? How did the
woman know that soldiers grow flowers, for example? The members of Clement’ s company, who could
not understand these conversations, were mystified enough by the hospitdity, but Clement felt that a
monstrous disaster loomed just beyond the limits of her ability to see and understand it.

Even though the company dept warm and ate well, it was no easy journey. Clement participated in the
rotation of hauling the dedges and stting the night watch. When astorm blew in, or thewind turned
particularly cold, or the treestook it upon themsalves to dump loads of snow onto their heads, she
cursed the hogtile landscape as vicioudy and sincerely asthe rest of them. When they weretired, or
fighting their way up ahill, or wanting courage for crossing afrozen river, shejoined with themin snging
to raise their spirits or keep the pace—a breathless, harsh, and tuneless chorus, perhaps, but sometimes
even shefdt carried by the sound of it. She sat with them on straw or stone, and ate whatever they ate,
and dept wherever they were degping, and by the third night of their return journey had acquired two
bedfellows. “ Should you deep cold just because you' ve been promoted?’ the soldier asked, when she
and her partner hauled their blankets over to Clement’ s solitary bed, in avery drafty barn.

“You've been good to us,” her partner explained vaguely.

“It sacold night.”

“And theré sthat wind.”

“By thegods,” said Clement, with dl sincerity, “I could useawarm night' sdeep.”

After that, every last one of the soldersin the company, including Herme, seemed to forget who Clement
was. They shouted at her when necessary, and did not take their cold hands from their pocketsto salute,
and even caled her by name. She pretended to be obliviousto this deterioration in discipline.

The entire company recovered abruptly from their doppiness when they entered Watfield. “I’ll pull that



dedge, Lieutenant-Generd,” one of her companions said, and she was gently, irrestibly forced into the
proper position for acommanding officer, the center of the column. “Well, Captain,” she said regretfully
to the man she had been calling Herme for thelast eight days. “1 guessthejourney’sover.

“Yes, Lieutenant-Generd.”

“I"d like to thank the company mysdf when we' reinsgdethe gate. And I’ [l ask Commander Ellid to give
the company afew day’ srest before you return to regular duty.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant-Genera. The company will certainly appreciate that.”

It was agray day, and the bright colors of the city’ slatched shutters and doors were further muted by a
haze of chimney smoke. They walked between ridges of snow that walled either side of the road, and the
dedge runners clacked rhythmically on exposed cobblestones. The garrison gate lay ahead. Clement
could hear adistant cheer asthe gate guards spotted them, and then a bugle pedled the news of their
arrival. Suddenly the entire company walked in step, lined up, straight-backed.

By some unlikely piece of luck, Gilly was dready waiting at the gate. Clement could see him, hunched
like acrow on his exceptionally steady horse, exactly as he had been when sheleft. Had he been as
haunted by anxiety as she had been, thislast month?

Now they were passing the building that housed Clement’s smdll, peculiar family. The door opened; the
girl-nurse came out onto the stoop with the heavily-bundled baby in her arms.

Clement had broken formation and climbed the stairs before it even occurred to her that now the entire
company had no choice but to cometo adisorderly and rather confused hat. She took her sonin her
arms. He seemed to be adeep. The smdl weight of his body smultaneoudly rdlieved and oppressed her.
She kissed hisforehead softly so asto not awvaken him.

The girl-nurse looked pae. “Ismy son wel?’ Clement asked. “Has Gilly looked after you?”
“Of course,” the girl said, looking flustered.
“Comeinto the garrison with me. Captain Herme—"

Clement gave the baby back to the girl, and the captain stepped forward to help her down the gairs.
Now the door opened again, and the storyteller came out, carrying a basket, with her heavy cloak
loosely wrapped around her shoulders.

Clement thought, Now it begins.
Shesad, “ Storyteller, are you on your way into the garrison? Y ou might aswell come with us.”

The storytdler’ s dark, narrow, sculpted face was beyond reading. Y et it seemed to Clement that the
woman knew she had no choice but to comply. The storyteller followed the girl-nurse down the steps,
and slently accepted the soldiers greetings. The company continued its progress, and was admitted with
the usud fanfareinto the garrison, as Gilly watched, his ugly face drawn and unamiling.

Clement made alaudatory speech and dismissed the weary company. Asthe soldiers sorted out their
gear and began to disperse, Clement took the gate captain aside. “Captain, | want you to take the
storyteler into custody and keep her under guard in the gaol. Do it as quietly asyou can. | don't think
shewill resg.”

“Yes, Lieutenant-Generd. May | ask—"



“No, | can't explain.”

He gave her a tiff sdute, signaed his company, and with severa soldiers behind him approached the
storyteller. She spoke a couple of words, and handed the captain her basket. Then she turned and
walked off with the soldiers. It was avery quiet arrest, but the girl-nurse noticed and understood.
Uttering asmall moan, wild-eyed, she clutched the baby to her breast. What reason had sheto fear she
might be next?

Gilly’ sstolid horse breathed out a puff of fog as Clement went to him, and took his proffered hand in a
pretense of greeting.

“What are you doing?’ he asked in alow voice.
“I believe the storytdler’ stribe is Ashawadi, the tribe that would destroy us, aseer once said.”

Gilly sad after amoment, “ Seer’ svisons are explanatory or tentative, not necessarily predictive. Evenif
sheisasurvivor of that unfortunatetribe.. . .”

“She dso may bethe Lost G deon’slover.”
Gilly sharply turned his head to look after the departing woman and her respectful escort.
Clement said, “ She might be fully cagpable of destroying us.”

“With aG’ deon’s power behind her? Mogt certainly.” Gilly’ s gaze became unfocused. Then he blinked,
and sad, “Clem, look up at the roof.”

Clement did. Two ravens stood together near the roof’ s edge. One of them watched the departing
storyteller. The other looked directly into Clement’ s eyes.

“They can behavelike naturd birds when they chooseto,” said Gilly. “ At the moment, apparently, they
don't so choose. How long has that one been following you?’

“I don't know.” Clement felt very cold.

“The other onefollowsthe storytdler.” AsGilly spoke, the raven lifted up and flew over the rooftops,
towardsthe gaol. “1 think it would be safe to say that nothing you have done since the ravensfirst
appeared amonth ago, has gone unnoticed. If the storyteller isthe Lost G’ deon’ slover, then there seems
little doubt whose supernatural agentsthese birdsare.”

The remaining raven continued to gaze at Clement, an unearthly, unblinking stare. Clement, her face tiff
with cold, sad with difficulty, “Until thismoment, | thought | wasjust guessing.”

“How will imprisoning the storyteller prevent our destruction?1sn't it possible you might bring destruction
upon us?’

“Don’'t you think | have driven mysdlf mad with that question aready?’
“You look mad,” he said, with afrail shadow of hisold sarcasm.

A soldier approached with the storytdler’ s basket, which was crammed with the baby’ s supplies. “She
sad to giveyou this, Lieutenant-Generd.”

Gilly said, “ Y ou’ retaking your son back insde the walls?”’



“Put the basket with my gear,” Clement told the soldier. “Gilly, how did you know | would arrive today?’
“The storyteller told me. Not just the day, but the hour aswell.”
“Apparently, she expected to be arrested. Why didn’t she flee?’

Therewas along, strange silence. “Wdll, here’'s Cadmar,” Gilly said, asthough that were some kind of
ansver.

Cadmar strode down the road briskly, with Ellid practically trotting behind to keep up. Clement said, “I'll
ded with him. I'll meet you in your room, in about an hour. Will you get that girl and my son settled in my
quarters?’

Gilly leaned over siiffly, to clasp her hand again. “What will happen to us?” he asked. Fortunately, he did
not seem to expect an answer.

Cadmar was only interested in the success of Clement’'smission, and since al the attackers of the
children’s garrison had been killed, with no Sainnite casudties, he considered it a success. Clement
explained very precisaly why and how this success could prove to be a disaster, but Cadmar would not
hear of it. With Willis dead, he said, the movement he had inspired would surely fater. Cadmar aso
dismissed the importance of Medric' s book. “ThisMedric himsdf admits heisatraitor to hisown
people—and he obvioudy isamadman. Get Gilly to read some of it to you and you' || seewhat | mean.”

It was without much hope that Clement explained to Cadmar why she had arrested the storyteller. By the
time she was done, Cadmar appeared to doubt her stability. “ Thereisno G’ deon!” He went on to
explain why, asthough she were a particularly smple child who could not seem to learn anything. “This
misson hasbeen atrid,” hefinaly said patronizingly, and, dismissing her, told her to get somerest.

Clement had expected nothing €l se from him. Aslong as she had known Cadmar, what he could not
understand or imagine he had dways declared impossible. She went to her quartersto changeinto a
fresh uniform, to reassure the nearly hysterical girl-nurse, and to pick up her degping son. “I’ll watch him
for awhile. Why don’t you take anap? Y ou look tired.”

The girl’sbleak stare followed Clement out the door.

In Gilly’ sroom, the fire had been built up and alamp had been lit, and now he sat in asturdy chair near
the fireplace, waiting for her. “Wdll, | haveto find somekind of proof that even Cadmar will accept,”
said Clement wearily as she sat down beside her old friend. “He treated me like an addle-pate, of
course.”

“Of course” sad Gilly. “And if not for those ravens, I’ d agree with the generd. Thisis another
puzzlement, Clem: you wonder why the storyteller did not try to flee; | wonder why the ravenswant usto
redlize they arewatching us”

“Or why Medric wanted us to know the contents of hisbook.” *“ Or why awoman whose power can shift
the very foundations of the land has done nothing at al for twenty years.”

“Well, asfar as Cadmar is concerned, that inaction proves that she doesn't exist.”



Gilly said quietly, “Cadmar can only imagine her asagenerd, likehim. And you and | dso havefalen
into that error, up until now. But if we now imagine that thiswoman’ sinaction has been intentiona, then,
suddenly, we must reconsider everything. When the old genera sent a battalion to iminate an entire
people from the face of the earth, did he never once think that his actions might well be causing the very
fate heintervened to prevent? Surely this Ashawaa i woman, this storyteller, has pursued our destruction
for nearly Six years because of what we did to her people.”

“Yes” Clement said. She had considered this possibility so often that it had findly logt its ability to
dismay her.

For along time, the two of them sat Sde-by-sde by the crackling flames as though they had nothing of
importance to do. Clement, who for nearly a month had worried about the son she had abandoned to the
careof acdlow girl, dlowed hersdf alittle whileto think of him. He did not seem much bigger; but
would he beliveier now?Would he recognize her at dl, or would he mistake the one who fed him for his
mother?

Gilly had asked earlier what would happen to them. And now Clement wondered what would happen to
her son, should the Lost G’ deon exercise her destructive power as Willis claimed she would.

She said musingly, “My mother saved me and her flowers. . . but after al, she was merely running awvay
from soldiers much like her, and she knew that a ship was waiting, and the tide was turning. All she had
to do was reach the boat before the people chasing her did.”

Gilly sad, “Wdt, your problem is much more complicated. If you can confirm the storyteller’ sidentity,
will that provethe Lost G’ deon’ s existence?’

Clement said sadly, “The toryteller will soon explain everything. Shewill not be ableto help hersdlf.”
“Don't torture her,” Gilly said.

She looked at him—her monstrous friend, whaose sympathy for this monstrous woman would only be
more acute, now that he had an inkling of what her life had been like. She said, “Onewoman'’slife gives
usthelivesof Sx thousand soldiers.”

“Exactly,” grated Gilly. “Her life, not her desth. And after al she has survived, you won't be ableto
frighten her with mere pain, not unless you torture her beyond recovery.”

“I must prove something, somehow!”

“Fine. Torture the storyteller, get your proof, win Cadmar’ s gpprova. . . and what have you redly
gained? Y ou’ ve hardened the G’ deon’ s determination, and you' ve thrown away an extremely valuable
hostage. I'm garting to think you are addle-pated.”

“No, I'm cornered.”
“At thismoment, it isonly your thinking that is cornered.”
“Bloody hell, Gilly! Get me out of the corner, then!”

“Isit possible you will not—cannot—respond defensively to thisthreat? This seer, Medric, seemsto
think it'spossible” Gilly stood up giffly, and went to the lamp table to leaf through the cruddly
congtructed little book that lay there.

Watching him, Clement felt a darkness descend on her. What if Medric’s book had been aweapon?



And that weapon had reached itstarget: not her, not Cadmar, but the Shaftali man who advised them
both? What if Medric had won Gilly’ s heart?

Gilly found a page he had marked, and began to read out loud. Clement could hardly pay attention. But
the words were rhythmic, the sentences clear. Dismayed as she was, Clement began to listen.

“*What has aways distinguished the Shaftdi peopleisther hospitality. The great historians have written
of it repeatedly: of the effort the Shaftali people go through, to treat every stranger as amember of the
family. They say, perhapsrightly, that thistradition has an e ement of sdif interest, for to feed and shelter
the homeesswanderer prevents crime and theft. But in fact this custom goes much deeper than
sf-interest.

“ *The Land of Shaftd isunforgiving, aplace of harsh winters and brief summers, where sometimes only
luck might decide the difference between death and surviva. In such abruta land, it ssemsthe people
should also become brutd. That once was the case, long ago, in the time of thefirst G’ deon, Mackapee.
But as Mackapee sat in hisisolated cave by a pest fire, watching over his sheep, heimagined Shaftal asa
community based on mercy. Kindness and generosity, he wrote, can never be earned and will never be
deserved. Hospitdlity isnot an act of justice, but of mercy—amercy beneficid to everyone, by making it
possible to depend on and trust each other.

“But now, Shaftal has again become amerciless place. | do believe the Sainnites more than deserve the
destruction that even now bears down upon them. But the Shaftali people will one day regret that they
alowed their land to be transformed by rage.””

He interrupted himsdlf. “Why are you looking so desperate?

“Thosefarmers,” shesaid.

“Which farmers?’

“All of them! Seth, the woman with the vegetable seeds, the man who knew the Sainnites are refugees.”
“That isin the book.”

“That we don't have families?’

“In the book.”

“Hdl! I knew there was something ominous about those peopl€e s behavior! They al had read the book!”

Clement had Ieft Gilly in the dark, she redlized, but in amoment he had achieved his own understianding
and was saying, “ They offered you hospitdity, | gather. And you find it reasonable to conclude that the
hospitaity was actually threstening. Doesit not occur to you that if Medric iswith the Lost G’ deon, and
published this book with her consent, perhaps with her participation—"

“You want to beieve thisman issincere. And you want to believe that what he wrote, the G’ deon
agreeswith.”

Helooked at her along time before he looked away and said regretfully, “I do want to.”

“But in fact they have much to gain by making us believe they don't intend to destroy us. If we lower our
defenses—’

“No, aG' deonisnot agenera! She does not think thisway.”



“Whatever sheis, that doesn’t change what | am. When my people landed here on the shores of Shaftal,
perhaps we could have thrown oursalves on the mercy of the Shaftali people. But we made oursalves
criminasingtead! How will we escape that culpability, Gilly?’

Gilly shut the book and lay it down. For sometime, he sood beside the bright flame of the lamp, with his
ugly head bowed over thetable. At last, he said quietly, “Y ou were just achild, Clem. It was your elders,
including your mother, who made the choices that made you acrimina. And now you have a son. What
will you choosefor him?”

The crackling of the fire seemed awfully loud. The scraping of Gilly’s cane on the floor made Clement
flinch. She looked down at her degping son and felt the depth of what she had done to herself when she
alowed him to be put in her arms. How could she bequegth to this baby the violence and ostracism that
shaped her life? How could she not bequeeth it to him?

Helay very ill. It seemed odd that he had not awakened yet. She opened the blanket to fed his chilly,
flaccid hand.

“Gilly, stop blocking the lamplight!” Gilly hastily stepped back from the table,

She turned the baby so the light shone full on hisface. The violet shadows that bruised his eydlids seemed
gark and terrible. She had seen children who were sick unto death. She knew what it looked like.

Gilly came over to her. He looked into the baby’ sface. He put an arm across her shoulders. Of dl the
clumsy, graceless actions Clement had seen him do over the years, thiswas by far the most awkward.

She pressed her face againgt hisarm, which was al knotted with the muscle it took to support his
ungainly body’ sweight on the cane. “1'll send for the midwiferight away,” he said. “Ligten,” he added
desperately, perhaps fearful that Clement would weep. “If you'reacrimina, soam|. And I'll gladly
share your fate with you, if | can dieyour friend.”

Chapter Thirty-Four

Sometimes ababe judt fails, the midwife said. The nurse’ smilk is plentiful, but milk does no good if the
child won’'t suck. He was born early, and his mother died—such infants commonly don’t survive. The
midwife gave Clement a cool glance. She seemed to think Clement should have expected this outcome.

Clement sent the midwife home.

The baby remained with hisnursein Clement’ s quarters. Though Clement pursued business that wastoo
urgent to wait, sheforced hersdf to keep returning to make certain the frightened girl attempted to make
the baby take the breast. Each time Clement returned, she took up her son, and held him, and watched
the nearly indistinguishable movement of his breething. Each time, shelearned anew lessonin
excruciaing heplessness.

She could endure anything but hopel ess waiting. That her urgency drove her out again into the bitter night
seemed dmogt fortunate.



In the refectory, she talked to the night watch as those soldiers came on duty, and then to the much larger
day watch asthey camein for their evening medl. She found some soldiers who had been posted in
South Hill, and in nearby Reece before that. They remembered the seer, Medric, quite vividly: a
ridiculous, voluble little man, nearly blind without his spectacles, hopelesdy bad at combet, and,
reportedly, adrunk. Y et under his guidance the Sainnites in Reece had decimated the Paladins, and at
first it had seemed they could do the sameto the Paladinsin South Hill. The informants agreed on the
man’ s practical incompetence, and doubted he could have survived as adeserter. It did not occur to
them that such aman might get himsalf some powerful friends.

Theringing of the night bell customarily would have ended Clement’ sinquiriesfor the day, but if she
delayed until the dawn bell, Ellid would inevitably hear of her activities, and just asinevitably would ask
Cadmar why Clement’ sinquiries had not proceeded by the usua dow but methodicdl transfer from
commander to captain to soldiers. Then Cadmar would certainly stop her investigation and might well
relieve her of duty, for she was acting without orders.

Clement burst into barracks, roused the degpers, dedt with the affronted company captains, and
dismayed the soldiers with her urgent questions. By hafway to morning, Clement had spoken to al four
hundred soldiersin combat companies, and aso to the armorers, the cobblers, and the stable crew. It
was in the stable that she findly found a man, the stable captain, who had participated in the attack on the
Ashawalai. A bow-legged man Clement’ s age or older, he had been burned while rescuing horsesfrom
last summer’ sfire, and after all these monthsthe injury till kept him awake nights. In the back room of
the newly built stable, he stoked the firein the stove and set on top of it arusty pot of what appeared to
be treacle, though he claimed it was tea. He appeared to view Clement’ s unprecedented visit asthe
opportunity for alesurely chat to while away the night, and he was less than pleased when, upon learning
that his duties had prevented him from attending any of the storyteller’ s performances, sheinssted that he
immediately put on his coat and cometo the gaol with her.

The night had gotten bitter cold. The deserted roadways, transformed to narrow passageway's by the
piled-up snow, offered avery dippery argument for the value of hobnailed boots. It was the kind of cold
that silences speech, but Clement persisted with questions that the captain answered with chilled brevity.

He had witnessed the attack on the Ashawaa i from adistance. The Sainnites approach had been
noticed in time for the triba warriorsto set up adefense, but the war horses had galloped right over
them, and had herded the fleeing villagers into the second prong of atwo-pronged attack. What followed
was abloody daughter.

“So that wasit?’ Clement asked. “ The Ashawdad i weredl killed?”’

“We certainly wished that were true. Some ten, twelve daysit took usto get out of the mountains, and
sometimes we feared not one of uswould get out aive. They burned our supply wagons, drove our pack
animasover acliff, and shot adozen pickets. That wasjust thefirst day.”

“How many survivors were there, do you think?’
“Wedidn't know. We hardly saw them.”
“What did the people of thistribelook like?’

“Like racers. deep chests, light build, strong legs. It’'s hard to even breathe in them mountains. And if
you're not grinding your way up aheartbreaking dope, you'retrying to keep from faling down one.
Those people, they could run al day up and down those vicious ridges, and then they would snegk into



our camp at night, and cut throats so quietly no one would even notice until fifteen or twenty soldiers
were dead. It got so no one dared deep.”

“They were fearsome, then. But what was their appearance?’

“Dark skin. Black hair: straight, coarse, long asahorse' stail. Eyesthe color of their skin. Their faces
were sharp and narrow. Long, braided hair—dozens of braids, al knotted together.”

Therewas asilence while in her mind Clement compared this description to the storyteller, and found no
difference but in the length of her hair—excepting that solitary braid.

The stable captain said, “ Y ou' re not thinking this storyteller is the one that was captured aive? Because |
can tel you now, she'snot.”

“One of these warriors was captured aive?’ she said in amazement.

“Shelured usinto a canyon, and then her companions dumped a mountain of rocks onto our heads. We
pulled her out of the rocks, and it turned out she spoke Sainnese, so the commander thought she might
be some use, and didn't kill her.”

“Good gods, she spoke Sainnese? Would you recognize her, do you think?’

“I tell you, it’ s not her. Thiswarrior we captured, her back was broken. She was pardyzed—when they
chopped off some of her toes she didn’t even flinch. And her skull was cracked, too, akick from awar
horse, probably. The medic figured she' d die any moment, but she was ill dive when we reached the
garrison. | don’t know what became of her, but she sureisn’t walking on her own two feet!”

They had reached the gaol. Asthey went through the ritua of recognition and admittance, Clement’s
exhausted thoughts were overcome by a dreadful image of awoman warrior like hersef

maimed, broken, tormented by memories of a massacre—and yet dive. Then, Clement and the stable
captain stood at the barred door of the gaol cell. Within, the storyteller sat awake, huddled in her cloak,
gazing blankly into darkness. Clement held up the lantern so its light could enter through the grate. The
stable captain peered in. He sumbled back. He gave Clement alook of terrified disbelief. “It’' sher.”

In Clement’ s bed the girl-nurse dept, puffy-eyed and tangle-haired, in amess of blankets that testified to
aterrible restlessness. She must have redlized the child was sick, and was terrified even before she saw
the storytdler arrested. But she had found atemporary peace now, and Clement |eft her done. The
baby, closdy wrapped in his basket near the fire, was ill cold, still limp, still unresponsive, but il
breathing. Shetalked to him softly and bid him farewell. An eventful, possibly dreadful day lay before
her, and she doubted she would manage to see him dive again.

Sheleft him in his basket, and went to Gilly’ s room. Perhaps two hours remained before Cadmar would
have reason to angrily summon her, and even the sight of Gilly’ sdeeping face, gray and drawn with pain,
could not make her wait to awaken him. She shook him. He opened his eyes, squinting in the lantern
light. “Youlook like hell,” he mumbled.

She sat heavily inthe chair by hisbed. “I’ll help you to get up. | don’t even know where to look for your
adeat thishour.”

“Give me sometimetowake up, or I'll just fal over. How isthe baby?’



“I doubt he'll survive the morning.”
Hesighed.
“Gilly, what do you know about earth magic? How does it work? What can it do?’

“Earth magic?’ Gilly rubbed hisface with one hand. “1t is physicad—a physica power with aphysca
existence. It inhabits the flesh of the earth bloods, and it flows out of them through physical contact.
Whatever earth witches do, they do it with their hands.’

“Are earth bloods heders?’
“Y es, people with earth taent might be hedlers, farmers, stone masons, artisans of any type.”
“Could an earth witch heal abroken back that had caused parayss?’

Gilly’ spainful effort of gtting up was excruciating to watch. Hefindly said, “I doubt it. I don’t know what
thelimitsare, but surely something so dramatic would be talked about.”

“Could aG'deon?’
“A G deon? Gilly considered. “Yes, it seems possible”

Clement said, “Well then, the proof of the Lost G’ deon’ s existence, and the proof of the storytdller's
identity may al be written down, in adocument that even Cadmar can read.”

“What document?’ said Gilly with great surprise.
“The storytdler’ sbody: her skin, her bones, her scars.”

Gilly rubbed hisfurrowed face again. “'Y ou must be awfully frightened, Clem,” he said. “ Terror brings out
your genius.”

The Sorytdler waited, as she dwayswaited, in slence and stillness, without impatience or fear. Gilly
entered the cell behind Clement and sat heavily on the stone bench.

Thewalls of the cell were shiny withice. A barred window, asbig asahand, let in alittle gray light.
When the wind picked up, it blew in acloud of fresh snow. A few flakes decorated the Storyteller’s
shoulder.

Clement said, “Take off your clothes.”
The storyteller commented, “ Thisisa strange conclusion.”
Gilly said sharply. “What do you mean?’

In the silence that followed, the storyteller stood up and undressed. Under cloak and jacket she wore her
closefitted suit of heavy gray wool. Under that there was silk, and linen, and under that nothing. Her
skin, even the skin that was never exposed to sun, was brown, amost black. She had alight build, a
deep chedt, and powerful legs. It wasnot at al difficult to imagine her running lightly up and down the
vicious ridges of the high mountains, or snesking into a heavily guarded camp to cut the throats of
degping Oldiers.



Clement lay her hand on the woman’ s bare shoulder. Shefelt a shudder, but the storyteller only seemed
to be shivering from cold. Clement put ahand to the woman's coarse, siff hair. She dug her fingersto the
skull, and her fingertips encountered the hard ridge of a heded fracture. She felt how the woman’ s hair
tangled there, where it grew out crooked from aragged scar. “How long has it been since your head was
broken?’ Clement asked.

“My head was broken?’ the storyteller asked.

Surely thisflat curiogty was feigned? Exasperated, Clement said sharply, “ Turn around so | can see your
back.”

The goryteller turned impassively.
“Good godd Gilly, hold up the lantern!”

The storyteller’ s back was a shocking patchwork: adisease, or aterrible burn, had |eft large pale patches
in her skin. But when Clement touched the pale skin, shefound it soft, healthy, unwesthered asachild’s.
What could cause such athing?

Gilly said, “Lying along time on the back in an unclean bed can cause the flesh to be eaten away, I’ ve
heard.” He was speaking with difficulty; the lantern trembled in his hand.

Clement said, “Did that happen to you, storyteller?”
Thegorytdler said nothing.

“Hold ill.” Clement pressed her fingers down the length of the woman'’ s backbone. When she found the
lumpy mass of ahedled bone in the woman’ s lower back, she felt no surprise, only relief. She knelt,
taking the lantern from Gilly to illuminate the woman'’ s bare feet. Some of her toeswere brown, others
were pink. And then, as Clement raised her face, she found right in front of her nose the distinct, round
scar of agunshot wound in the Sde of the Storytdller’ sthigh.

“Y ou must have taken that gunshot when you werein South Hill,” Clement said. “When you were a
Pdadin. But awound like thiswould have putrefied. It wouldn’t be a clean scar like this—in fact, you
should havelost your leg entirely.”

The sorytdler looked down at her. “What astory my skinistelling you.”

“I read here that you are longtime enemy of my people, an Ashawaa i warrior whose back was broken
SX yearsago.”

“Katrim” shesaid.
“WI,H?’
“You believe | am an enemy of your people, aPaadin, and a katrim!”

“I believe you arethe last survivor of the Ashawaldi. | believe your injuries were heded by the Lost
G'deon.”

The storyteller said, “May | get dressed?’
“Oh, for gods sake! What possible purpose can your pretense of forgetfulness serve?’

“| do not pretend.” Without permission, the storyteller began dressing.



Clement sat next to Gilly and put her head in her hands. Her rdlief had given way to crushing exhaustion.
Likeawanderer logt in adark night, she could see no further than her next random step. After anight's
desperate work, she could prove that the Lost G’ deon existed. And now she had no ideawhat to do
with that knowledge. “ Gilly, help me.”

Gilly said, “I have aways believed the sorytdler to betelling the truth as she understood it. Storyteler,
will you tdl uswhat isyour purposein Waetfied?’

“I am collecting stories” the storytdller said.

“It occursto methat afire blood could probably make agreat ded of sense of us, just by hearing our
gories”

The storyteller looked up from doing her buttons. “A fire blood can make sense of anything. Perhaps|
could aso, were | more than half aperson.”

“You are hdf aperson?’ said Gilly blankly.

“That iswhat the raven told me.”

Clement lifted her head from her hands. “ Gods of hell!” she breathed.

“You've been taking to araven?’ said Gilly casudly. “What did you talk about?’
“Y ou mugt ask the raven, Lucky Man. | do not owe you astory.”

Clement was nonplused, but Gilly gpparently had overcome the lingering menta dullness caused by his
pain draught, for he promptly said, “But you do owe astory to Clement, now she has read to you the
gory inyour skin.”

Prompted by ajab of Gilly’sebow, Clement said palitdly, “I would very much liketo hear thistale.”

The storyteller covered her once-mutilated feet with heavy wool socks. Then, she reached into her left
boot and took out her packet of glyph cards. “Theraven told methat | am part of awhole, and that the
remainder of my self islogt. In return for this story, he asked meto cast the cards, to answer a question.
The question was, Hew can the Sainnites be overcome without destroying the spirit of Shaftal? This
ishow | answered him.”

Asshelay fifteen glyph cards on the bench in acomplicated arrangement, Gilly saidinalow voice, “To
read the glyphs with any depth requireslong study—and | thought this arcane knowledge was lost
entirdly. How atribal woman learned it isdifficult to imagine.”

Apparently finished laying out the cards, the storyteller put on boots, jacket, and cloak. She pulled the
hood over her head, and sat on the bench with her knees tucked to her chest and her cloak wrapped
around hersdlf againgt the cold. Theillustrated people on the glyph cards varioudy spoke, shouted,
screamed, or wondered— but they were al speechless, and the odd situations the cards depicted
seemed meaningless. Gilly said, “Ask her to explain, Clem.”

Clement said, “ Explain these cards to me, as you explained them to the raven.”
“I could not explain the pattern to the raven, and | cannot explain it to you.”

“Y ou cast the cards without understanding them?” said Gilly in dismay. “What good do you suppose it
did theraven?’



The storyteller said, “ The raven did not seem disgppointed.”

The dawn bell began to ring. Its crigp sound could be heard clearly in the small cell. The storytdler said,
“Thisisthe twelfth day of the new year. Now | am donetelling stories.”

And, though Clement and Gilly both asked increasingly frustrated questions, the Soryteller remained as
implacably and unreadably speechless as her cards.

Chapter Thirty-Five

In one of four rented rooms, in the center of atable, therelay asmall, bloodstained file. A raven had
filched it from a dead woman' s pocket and had brought it to Karis, who had carried it in her own pocket
for thelast five days of their grueling journey to Watfield. Next to the filelay Emil’ s pocket wetch, ticking
merrily, obliviousto its exile from the little room where Emil and Medric studied, questioned, and argued
over apattern of glyph cardslaid out on the floor. The twelfth day of thefirst year of Karis G’ deon had
dawned—and Karis sat at the table with her head in her hands, still waiting for her two wise mento tell
her what to do.

Nearly six years had passed since Garland |eft Watfield to become awandering exile. Last night he had
returned, hauling a dedge packed with blankets and cooking gear, surrounded by a dozen companions,
including Councilor Mabin and six of her Paladins, plus one bored and irritable little girl, and araven too
tired to fly. To find shelter at that late hour for such anumber of travelers had proven quite difficult.
Garland had heard the midnight bell ring in the garrison asthey findly built up thefiresin ther rented
rooms.

Just past midnight, Norina had sat beside Karis a this very table. “It istimefor the storytdller to die.”
Karissad, “The Sainnitesimprisoned her this afternoon. She's safely out of your reach.”

Norinahad sllently studied her, until Karis hid her face in her hands and told her to leave her done.
Norinasaid to Garland, “Has Karisdept at dl since Long Night?’

“Shel sdept alittle, some nights.”

“She has a sturdy congtitution, but she can't continue like this.”

Karissaid, “Leave the nagging to your husband—he doesiit better. And go away.”

Norina had complied, but not for long. The Paladins, sent out to locate some specific townsfolk, began to
return with them: more of Emil’ s numerous friends, Mabin’ s agents, members of thelocd Pdadin
company—a | confused by this abrupt summons from their beds, and inclined to react with amazed tears
when they were introduced to Karis. She endured their adulation with a certain graceless patience.

Mabin and Norinataked with these people dl night, and Emil’ sincomprehensible work with the glyph
cards was frequently interrupted as he was asked to greet newcomers, or to answer questions.

Soon after dawn, when the city elders arrived, Garland went out to purchase anearby baker’s bread as
it came out of the oven. But Karis could not eat anything. Now, the two of them sat done, waiting.



Clement and Gilly arrived in Cadmar’ s quarters afew moments behind Commander Ellid. They waked
in on her complaint about not having been forewarned of Clement’ s actions, but Cadmar was still too
dumbfounded at what he was hearing to have yet become angry.

Clement attempted to explain hersdlf.

Ellid, who knew nothing of the palitica mattersthat concerned Clement, lapsed into a bewildered sllence,
which she broke only once to comment, “Well, perhaps there was some judtification.”

But Cadmar scarcely seemed able to hear what Clement was saying. “1 told you to rest!”
“Yes generd.”

“And ingtead you took it upon yoursel f—"

Gilly said, “Generd, in thisone case, perhaps. . .”

Cadmear roared, “1 will not overlook it!”

In the past, Clement’ s frequent disagreements with Cadmar had away's been resolved by a combination
of persuasion and manipulation in which Clement and Gilly had usudly collaborated. Clement knew
better than to oppose Cadmar directly: Cadmar loved to fight and delighted in displaying his superiority,
and she could not possibly win againgt him. Now, the flood of Cadmar’ s rage washed over her, and she
could only endure the shouting, seething at the waste of time.

At lagt, shewas ableto say, “I apologize, general.”

But to Clement’ ssurprise, Ellid said, “Generd, if | may speak, it does seem that what Clement has
learned isquite urgent.”

Cadmear glared at her, then turned a suspicious look on Gilly, who managed to be preoccupied with
trimming a pen. Cadmar said reluctantly, “Tell me again what you' ve learned, Lieutenant-Genera.”

Clement told him again. When she finished, he was staring a her with such disbdlief that her heart sank.
She had thought she was prepared to battle him into comprehension, but her will smply failed her.

She said hopelessly, “Whether I’ m right or not, genera, we must have some kind of plan—"

At that moment a shame-faced soldier camein, carrying aglittering knife that was cautiousy wrapped in
apiece of leather. Gilly had taken custody of the storyteller’ s glyph cards, and Clement had told the
soldiers on guard there to search the storyteller, and to block the cell window to prevent any further
conversations with ravens. The soldier gave Clement the knife he had found on the storyteller’ s person,
saying, “Careful, Lieutenant-Generdl. It'sgot awicked edgeonit.”

Asthe soldier |eft the room, Cadmar, still in atemper, began vehemently stating the various reasonswhy
it wasimpossible to develop astrategy without any solid information about the enemy’ s plans. Of course
he was correct; but that their task was impossible did not dter the fact that they needed to do it. It would
be easest if Cadmar could argue himself into accepting that fact, so Clement pretended to listen to him,
while with feigned abstraction she unwrapped and examined the little knife.

It was the most beautifully crafted blade she had ever set eyes on. The metal shonelike polished silver,



and though its surface was smooth as glass Clement could see wavery lines, likeripplesinsand on a
beach, as though the molten metal had been folded and hammered flat, over and over. Clement was no
expert in metal-craft, but the skill digplayed here seemed, smply, beyond possibility.

Clement stepped over to Gilly and showed the knife to him. He stared, and muttered, “ No mastermark?
A metaamith of such skill, working in secret”’

Cadmar paused in hisargument to glare at them. Clement had not taken off her coat, so she dropped the
blade into her pocket. And then she noticed astinging in her fingertip, and aswelling bead of blood. She
could have sworn she had not even touched the blade’ s edge.

One of the Paladins had brought in a plate of hot dumplingsfor Karis, but the plate remained untouched.
Garland picked up Emil’ stegpot and re-filled Karis' s cup: abit of porcelain the size and weight of an

empty egg shell.
Karisgaveaflinch. “How hardisit to avoid cutting yourse f?’
“What?" Garland said.

“Zanja sknife. Every time someone touchesit, it draws blood.” Karis poked the raven-scavenged file
with her fingertip. “ Even an act so innocent as making aknife, or afile, isn't innocent at dl. Blood is shed.
People die”

Thefile, rolling away before her fingertip, struck Emil’ swatch with ametalic ring.
“Andyet | must act,” said Karis heavily.

The door opened. Mabin, apparently immune to weariness, came briskly in. “How long doesit take to
read a handful of symbols?’ Karisdid not even look at her.

The old councilor sat down, and looked at the ticking watch. “When do we run out of time?’
Karissad, “When | go mad.”

“A little before that, | hope.” Mabin picked up thefile and rubbed its rough surface lightly with her
fingertips. Shesaid, “Karis, it’snot your fault: they could have cut through the padlock with any file.”

Karisturned to her. She said in some astonishment, “Are you trying to be kind to me?’

Cadmar seemed to think he was making a speech. “Over twenty years have passed since our peopleina
decisive victory became the rulers of Shaftal. At gresat risk we destroyed every last one of these so-cdlled
witches—fire bloods, dirt bloods, and dl the rest of them. There s been not a hint, not awhisper, of
magic aslong as| can remember!” Clement watched him pace and gesture. No doubt he was imagining
the shouts of praise and bursts of applause that would greet his resonant words. Willis was dead, and
Cadmar was not particularly clever, but she could think of no other important difference between the two
leaders.

Gilly sat on his stool, gray-faced with pain. His hooded gaze was hard, bitter, and even contemptuous.



He had been a desperate street beggar once, and Cadmar had ridden past on afine horse, and noticed
him, and given him aride, amea, a place to shelter from the cold. For such minima kindness, a crippled
child might sl his soul and not be blamed for it. Clement could not so easily excuse hersdlf.

She said abruptly, “ Generd, I' ve neither dept nor esten since yesterday.”

Cadmar glanced at her, then a Gilly who had not yet been able to take his morning tincture, then at Ellid,
whose breakfast was probably congealing in her quarters as her lieutenants wondered what had become
of her. “Comeback in half an hour, dl of you,” said Cadmar. “And | want to hear what you imagine
might be done to avert this supposed threat.”

Dismissed, Clement started for the stairs. She heard Gilly’ s door close quietly, and then the distant dam
of the outer door behind Ellid. But Clement remained at the foot of the stairs. She could not take the first
step up that long climb to her quarters, where the hysterica girl watched over the dying infant. She smply
could not doit.

Shefindly waked back down the hal to the outdoor door. The soldier on duty opened it with asmart
salute, and politely advised her that since it was hitter cold she had better button her coat.

She did so, standing at the top of the steps, squinting in the pallid light. The rising sun could be spotted
between rooftops. The road was empty, the construction work halted by cold, everyone not on guard
duty huddled indoors. She went down onto the ice, which made secret, crunching sounds under her
boots.

After afew steps, she could not continue. She could not see. She stood in the blank, cold light of day
where anyone could have observed her, with tears scalding her cheeks.

Something black flapped across her vision. Wiping her eyes on her deeve, she said harshly, “Tdl the
G'deon I’'m aweskling. | don't care.”

The raven gazed at her through one eye, and then the other. The bird’ slack of expression and attentive
energy seemed to invite her to further explain hersdf. Clement said, “My sonisfiveweeksold. He
doesn't even have aname. And heisdying.”

Theraven maintained itsilluson of interest.

Clement tried to imagine what the bird might want from her. And then, she reached very cautioudy into
her pocket for the storytdller’ sknife, found abit of string in another pocket, and used it to bind the
leather around the blade. Shelay it on the snow, and stepped back.

The raven walked to the dim packet, hooked aclaw into the loop of the string, and lifted off. In along,
gradua climb, the bird swam through bitter air to the rooftops, over the rooftops, over the garrison wall,
and out of sight above the city, with the storyteller’ s blade dangling from his claw.

Gods of my mother, thought Clement. The G’ deon is already here.

Karisraised her head sharply from whereit rested in the support of her pam.
Garland lifted his head from hisarms. He had, though it seemed impossible, been dozing.

Karissadfiercdy, “I need some milk!”



“If you'll eat one of those dumplings, I'll go get some,” said Garland.
Karispicked up adumpling and took a bite. She raised an eyebrow at him.
“Chew,” hesaid. “Swallow. All right, | an going.”

Clement was the last to re-enter Cadmar’ s room. She had ahot roll in her hand and ahaf dozen more
crammed into her pockets. She gave oneto Gilly, who had washed and shaved, but did not seem much
improved. His gaze asked her a question she could not interpret. She offered oneto Ellid, who appeared
only more worried, now that she had taken sometime to think.

Cadmar said sarcadticdlly, “Wdl, Clement, what do you think we should do? Shall we send out our
soldiers? To where? To attack what?

Clement said, “We don't have to go out looking for the Lost G’ deon. She'll comein person to rescue the
storyteler, as she did before when the storyteller was Mabin's prisoner. And she' sgoing to do it soon,
for she'sdready in Wetfidd.”

Gilly gave her agtartled look. “If the G’ deon—the supposed G’ deon—isinthecity . . . and shewantsto
be sure of the Soryteller’ s safety—and you' ve made it impossible for that bird to keep an eye on her—"

“She'll be at the gate at any moment,” Clement finished for him.
Ellid grunted with dismay, but Cadmar’ sfacelit up.
Clement said, “What will we trade the storyteller for?’

Cadmar said, “If awoman claiming to be the G’ deon shows up at our gate, do you redly think I'll
bargain with her?’

Clement sat in achair, tore open aroll, and made hersdlf take abite. Even fresh from the oven, the bread
was dry and tasteless.

Cadmar said, “Y ou thought it would be so complicated. But dl we haveto doiskill her.”

Frowning worriedly, Ellid looked a Clement. Although Ellid was an inadvertent dly, unused to this
aliance, she already seemed to have learned that it was Clement’ s job to contradict Cadmar.

But what could Clement say to him? Her son was dying, Kelin was dead, those children in the garrison
would never seetheir homes again. Why was her heart ill torn like this? Why not kill the G’ deon? Why
did she want to make an argument she hersalf did not believe?

She said nothing. In silence, she ate her roll.

When Garland returned, the room was cold with arecent draft, and Karis was forcing shut the window
sash. The plate of dumplings was empty. Garland said accusingly, “Y ou fed your medl to the ravens?’

Karisheld up aglittering blade.



“Theknife? How did the raven get it?’

Her smilewastight, and her eyeswere abit strange: focused, but also intensaly preoccupied. Garland
gave her the small bottle of milk he had purchased. She put it into the insde pocket of her long woolen
doublet, lay the glittering little blade in her toolbox on the floor, and picked up Emil’ swatch. She crossed
the room, opened adoor, and tossed in the watch. There was a startled exclamation. Emil came out with
the watch in his hand, having apparently managed to catch it before it met itsdemise. He said, “Arewe
out of time? Or merely out of patience?’

“I’'m going to the garrison now,” Karissaid.
He blinked at her, rubbed his eyes, and blinked at her again.

Wild-eyed and gaunt with weariness, Medric came out of the room. Glancing in, Garland saw the glyph
cards arranged carefully on the floor. Karis said to Medric, “ Tell me how you read the storyteller’ sglyph

pattern.”
“So our tortureisfinaly to end? Well, what shall we decide this pattern means, Emil?’

Emil looked very unhappy. “If we could have some semblance of certainty!”
“Pretend that you're certain,” said Karis.

“We bdieve we need to kill someone, and we are only guessing who. Wouldn't you rather we could be
positive?’

Therewas aslence, but not aparticularly long one. Karissaid, “I have with me avery small assassin.
Who shdl | kill?”

Clement findly brought hersdlf to say reasonably, “If thewoman is the G’ deon, she may not be easy to
kill. Isn't thet right, Gilly?’

“Not easy,” sad Gilly morosdly. “ And certainly we would not bewiseto try.”

Cadmar said, “But we are soldiers and | don’t see why this storyteller’ s scars convince you of anything
other than that she’ s had a dangerous and lucky life.”

“A recovery from paralyss,” said Clement. “Regrown body parts.”
Cadmar snorted. “Impossible.”

“Well, generd, that’ s exactly my point.” Doomed to keep repeating the arguments that Cadmar would
not ever become ableto hear. Clement said, “ This Lost G’ deon may be able to do anything!”

“But we don't know that.”

“If welet her demonstrate her power so that we become certain, then it will betoo late to negotiate,” she
sadimpatiently.

“What would you have me do?’ Hisvoice, gaining volume again, had also gained an edge of sarcasm.
“Thefirst woman who tells me she' sthe G’ deon, should | bow to her and give her the keysto the
garrison?’



Clement cried recklesdy, “Generd, if sheisthe G deon, you' Il wish you had!”
Cadmar loomed over her, hisface flushed red with anger.

Fists clenched, Clement forced her voice to plead rather than shout. “ Talk to her first,” she said.
“Generd, judt talk to her firg.”

“Generd!” The gate captain looked in the door. His expression was one of bafflement.

Cadmar’ sbig hand clenched Clement’ s shoulder painfully. “Whét is happening at the gate?’
“Generd, three people are asking to speak to you. Oneisthat cook who deserted some years ago.”
Of course it would be the cook, thought Clement wildly.

“He says one of the people with him is Councilor Mabin. And the other he introduces asthe G’ deon of
Shaftd.”

Cadmar’ s not inconsiderabl e strength was crushing Clement into her chair. “What do they want?’
“The cook saysthey are here to make peace.”

Cadmar snorted. “ Captain, have someonefetch Gilly’ s horse. Tell those peoplethat | am coming. Do
they have wegpons?’

“I don't see any, Generd, but | haven't searched them—they’ re till outside the gate, of course.”
“Don’'t let them in. And Captain, let your soldiers be prepared for action.”

“We are dways prepared,” said the captain stiffly.

Asheleft, Cadmar explained to Gilly, “1 need you to trandate.”

Hewas going to talk to the Lost G’ deon.

Perhaps, thought Clement, we might yet survive.

It'salittle late to be wishing I’ d never heard the sound of Karis's ax that day, Garland thought, as
he stood beside Karis at the garrison gate. Or he should have |eft these odd people the day the raven first
talked to him, when Karis gave him money and told him to go hisway. But he had fdlen in with them
instead, and now here he stood, with a half dozen guns and crossbows trained on him by the armored
guardsin the towers.

“Ridiculous!” said Mabin, tiff and impatient at Karis s other side. “How much weaponry do they think it
takesto kill three unarmed people? Have they no kill, or art?’

She was comparing them to the stylish Paadins, Garland supposed. Certainly, these armored killers
seemed no more subtle than an angry bear or adeadly avaanche. But he could not imagine why Mabin
found thisfact surprising or worth commenting on. Perhaps, he thought, she was covering up her fear. He
did not find this reassuring.

Since announcing she was going to the garrison, Karis had hardly spoken at al. Now shewaited slently,



with agloved hand gripping one of the gat€' siron bars, asif she were about to utter adisparaging
comment on its workmanship. She gripped the iron a bit too hard, though. Garland could see the tense
muscles swelling under her coat’ s heavy wool.

The dozen guards inside the gate, who bristled with guns, blades, and other wegpons, and stood in a
formation that seemed poised to go barging through the gate, snapped themsalvesinto rigid attention.
“Thegenerd iscoming,” said Garland shakily.

Karislooked at him and then, very lightly, lay her |left hand reassuringly on his shoulder. “The war isover,
Garland.”

“| don't think these soldiers have heard that news.”

“A bigman, isn't he?” commented Mabin skepticaly as Generd Cadmar strodeinto view, with severd
soldierstrailing him, and his crippled Lucky Man riding behind on horseback. “Which oneishis
lieutenant?’

“That hungry woman,” Garland said.

Mabin peered through the gate at the rigid, hollow-eyed, weary woman, who kept afew reluctant paces
behind her superior. “Hungry,” she agreed. “ And worried. Very worried.”

By contrast, the general, though he kept his face schooled to an expression of grim severity, showed no
sgn of having suffered lately. “Heis complacent at his good fortune,” said Mabin, with no little sarcasm.
“He can hardly wait to seeus die.”

Karis shand had tightened on Garland' s shoulder. He glanced at her worriedly, for hisfrail courage was
entirely propped up by hers. She was breathing too fast, her face was pae, her expression startled and
dismayed. She stared at Cadmar.

“Karis?’ sad Garland.
Mabin glanced at Karis. “What isit?’

Karis pressed her lipstogether and gave adight shake to her head. The general was approaching, his
people holding afew paces back. Lieutenant-Generd Clement was staring a Karis now, seeming to
share her mysterious startlement. Baffled, Garland turned his attention to the generad who so many years
ago had demanded that Garland cook badly. His glance passed over Garland without any sign of
recognition. “General Mabin,” Cadmar greeted hisold adversary.

Mabin looked digtinctly disgusted.
Garland said in Sainnese, “ Generd, thisisKaris, the G’ deon of Shaftd.”

The bottom half of the gate was solid iron, but, like Karis, the general was so tall that the metal shielded
lessthan haf hisbody. Theiron bars divided his upper body into vertica segments: gray uniform under a
heavy coat of wool-lined leather, afurrowed face that may once have been handsome. Karis s thicket of
hair curled manically while hiswas straight and thinning, but his hair may have once been bronze like hers.
Karis had his broad shoulders. He had her big hands. They stood eye to eye, and those eyes were blue,
an eye color scarcely ever seen in Shafta outside the southern grasdands.

“Godsof hell!” breathed Garland in disbdlief.
Cadmar glanced blankly at him.



In Shaftaese, Garland said to Mabin, “Heis her father.”

“Wdl, what do you haveto say?’ said Cadmar impatiently in Sainnese.

Mabin said, “ Tell the genera he'll wish he’ d been less cardlesswith his sperm!”

Karissad, very quietly, “What difference doesit make? Just tell him why we' re here, Garland.”

What difference does it make? Garland looked back at Cadmar. How could this dolt not see what
good before him? Cadmar had cardlesdly, indifferently, obliviousy spawned his own savation, the
bloody fool! All he had to do was recognize what agreat and terrible thing he had done!

But Garland, dizzy with wanting to shout a the man, desperately holding back the horror that lay behind
his anger, forced himsdlf to say, “ Generd Cadmar, Karis G' deon and General Mabin are here to make
peace with the Sainnite people.”

L ooking amused, Cadmar gestured to the crippled man, who rode his horse up to the gate. The Lucky
Man gave Karisa sharp, inquiring glance: thelook of an intelligent man who desperately wished for the
answersto the questions he could not ask. But, in stiff Shaftalese, he said, “Madam, the genera wishesto
know your terms.”

“Karis,” she corrected him. “Gilly, will he make peace? On any terms? Or ishe just playing with us?’

The ugly man looked like he wanted nothing more than to honestly answer her question. But hewason
the Sainnite side of the gate’ siron bars, and that fact meant he had long ago traded his freedom for
security. He said to Cadmar, in Sainnese, “ She asksif you are sincerdly interested in making peace on
any terms”

“Will the Pdadinslay down their arms?’ asked Cadmar loudly.

Garland trandated.

“What isthis, adud of questions?’ said Mabin. “Isgiving agraight answer asign of weskness?’
“I'mafraditis” said Garland.

Karissad, “Lucky Man, tdl him that when the Paladins no longer need weagpons, they will lay them
down. Will the Sainniteslay down their ams?’

“Will the Shaftali people acknowledge the Sainnites astheir rulers?” Cadmar countered.

Karislooked into his hard, mocking eyes. “Do you truly believe that people can beruled?” sheaskedin
amazement.

Whilethe Lucky Man trandated, Garland heard Mabin say, “ Thisisjust agameto him, Karis”
“1 need to be certain that it' shopeless!” Karissaid.

The generd seemed to find Karis s most recent question disconcerting, or perhaps merdly irritating. “Y ou
offer menothing!” he said. “Why should | make peace?’

“| am offering you something: achoice. | will make peace with you, Genera Cadmar. Or | will make
peace without you.”

Mabin, who had been nonplused when Karis gave her theidentical choice, seemed much amused by



Cadmar’ s bewilderment. Then, the generd uttered a harsh, mocking laugh, and gestured—at the pistols
and crosshows overhead, at the bristling soldiersthat surrounded him. “Y ou threaten me?’

“Surely the person who needs no weaponsisfar stronger than the one who does,” said Mabin. Perhaps
it was a Paladin maxim. Garland was not certain who Mabin meant to address, but the Lucky Man
trandated her words, and Cadmar no longer seemed amused.

Karissad, “I will not give you this choice again. Will you make peace?’
Cadmar said, “Y ou give me no reason to choose!”

Karissadto Mabin, rather blankly, “How could | possibly give him areason?’ Then Karis glanced
deliberately at thetired, desperately attentive woman who stood severa paces away, but well within
hearing. “ Reasons are created by the reasoner!”

The lieutenant-general looked jolted, and half opened her mouth asif to protest that a soldier, whose job
isto obey ordersonly, certainly has no use for reasoning.

The Lucky Man' strand ation was distracted and awkward. Cadmar glared impatiently at him.

Mabin was saying to Karis, “If the generd isincapable of making his own reasons, he' sincapable of
making peace. Isthat what you' re thinking?’ Karis nodded. “ That' s a pretty piece of air logic, Mabin
saddryly.

“It' shopeless. By any logic.”

The Lucky Man had not missed thisinterchange. As he summarized it in Sainnese, hetried to softenit.
But the genera turned on Karis. “Incapable? Because | choose not to bow my head to arabble of
dirt-grubbing peasants? Because—"

Garland, beginning to trandate, noticed distractedly that Karis's often-mended glove had worn through
again in the palm. Her soot-black skin showed through in patches framed by frayed red yarn as she lifted
her left hand from his shoulder, took hold of the thick iron bar, and bent it neatly aside like agreen twig.
She reached through the gate, and took hold of Cadmar by the collar. The heavy wool of hisuniform

ripped like paper.
The generd’ sbig hands pounded helplesdy at hers. His shout became agurgle.
The lieutenant-generd cried sharply, “Hold!”

The silence and stillness that reigned there at the gate was awonder. The fascinated, horrified soldiers
stood rigid as stone, unable to shoot lest they injure or kill the genera by accident. Then,
Lieutenant-Generd Clement stepped forward. “ Clement!” cried the gate captain. The Lucky Man
grabbed for her shoulder, but missed. She heedlesdy put herself within reach of Karis's other hand, and
sad, “Let him go. Please. | beg you.”

Kaissad, just ascadmly, “Only afool picksafight with ablacksmith.”

Another maxim, thought Garland wildly. This one was probably from Meartown, where fistfights were
saidto berare.

The lieutenant-general put her hand on the arm that was strangling Cadmar to death. She said reasonably,
“Y our strength came from him, though.”



“He left me to become a smoke-addicted child whorein Ladi. What sirength | have certainly did not
comefromhim.”

Cadmar struggled again in Karis s grip. She tightened the garrote of his collar, and he stopped, hiseyes
darting to glaze.

Garland looked at the lieutenant-generd. She seemed only distantly aware of Cadmar’ s desperate,
humiliating position. She seemed to be thinking of something € se—something painful enough to make the
soldier’ smask dip off her face. She said, “My people have forgotten how to take responsibility for a
child, Cadmar among them. It istrue.”

Karisgazed at her seadily, patiently, as though she were waiting for awild bird to make up itsmind to
dight on her finger.

Clement said, “But do you want to be the kind of person who would murder her father because of his
carelessness?’

“I will not murder your generd for that particular cardlessness,” Karissaid quietly. “His persona failings
are no longer important.”

Garland knew what Karis really meant, but Clement |ooked expectantly at her, as though she thought she
had won something.

With her right hand, which had not let go of the gate, Karis bent another iron bar casudly out of the way.
The lieutenant-generd, ether very brave or very well-disciplined, did not flinch or draw back out of
reach. Karis reached into her doublet and then put her hand through the bars of the gate. She offered
Clement the bottle of milk. “Thisisyour son'slife,” shesad. “Giveit to him, Clement.”

Clement’ s ungloved hands were numb with cold, but the bottle was warm from the G’ deon’ s breast.
Clement closed her hand around the bottle and then she jammed it into her pocket.

She had been precisaly, deliberatdly, irresistibly coerced, and she knew it.

The G’ deon said, very gently, “I’m sorry for what I’ m about to do to you.” She released her hold on
Cadmar’ sthroat. He stumbled back, gasping for breath, then opened his mouth in araw shout of rage.

Karis gazed somberly at him through the twisted bars of the gate. Theiron lay between hisfist and her.

Clement had stepped forward to steady him, but that courtesy only brought her within range. | should
have known better, shethought, just before his massive fist smashed into her face.

When Clement’ svision cleared, she found herself sprawled on ice and cobblestones. There was alot of
shouting. She was dragged aside like asack of turnips. Something clattered lightly on the stones. She
reached for it, but could not quite seem to grab hold of it. It was farther than she thought, then closer.
Findly, she grasped it, and examined it with puzzlement.

A piece of ashattered crossbow bolt.

Shelifted her head and peered at the guard tower. Her vision swam—but those dismayed shouts
concerned her.



“Lieutenant-Genera, keep your head down!”

It was very forward, and very thoughtful, of the soldier to shout &t her like that. Sheignored her, and with
some effort got hersalf on her elbows, knees, and finally to her feet, in asickeningly spinning world.

The soldier caught her before shefell again.

“I have got to talk to the general,” she durred.

“Not wise” the soldier said. “ Give it amoment. Y ou're addled from the blow.”
“Wise?' Shelooked at her in confusion.

“Godsof hell,” said the soldier. “Why can’t they get the gate unlocked?’

Clement looked at the gate. The captain fought the key in the resisting lock. He shouted an order at the
towers. Clement |ooked up—when would the sky stop that nauseating Spin? In the towers, armored
soldiers picked up aladder. It fell gpart in their hands. Rungs clattered onto stone. Side supports broke
into pieces.

The whole world seemed to be coming gpart. Perhaps the gunsaso lay in pieces. Not ashot had been
fired.

Clement wrenched herself out of the stunned soldier’ s grip. Cadmar and Gilly had taken shelter against
thewall on the other side of the gate. She sumbled across—were the stones actudly heaving under her
feet?

“Cadmar!” shecried.

Heturned. Histhroat was aready bruising purple. Hisface was red. He had the weird, blank gaze of a
berserker.

She shouted at him. “Call after the G’ deon! Tdl her you' ve changed your mind! Tell her you will make

The soldier had been right: she was addled. And she wastoo dow to turn away from hisfist. Her nose
gave asickening crack. She went down in snow. She could not pay attention to much of anything for a
while. Then, she redlized she was suffocating on snow and blood, and began choking and coughing, and
then she could bresthe.

Her face wasapain so vivid that it cleared al the clutter of fear straight out of her mind.

She fdt her pocket. The bottle of milk had not broken. She rested her battered face gently in the
soothing, scarlet-stained snow, and waited for the chaos to end and the bleeding to stop.

Chapter Thirty-Six

The soldiers and their shattered weagpons were trapped behind walls they could not climb and a gate they
could not open. Garland strolled away with Karis' s hand again on his shoulder, and Mabin snickering to



hersdf at Karis s other side.

Emil stepped out of the dley from which he had been watching, and showed them the way down amaze
of back roads. They were not escorted by the visible and remarkable Paladins, but by ahalf dozen
ordinary, if somewhat saf-important, townsfolk. These people looked sidelong at Karis, who plodded
like aplow horse coming home from thefidlds.

Near someone' s back garden, Norina paced up and down by a covered delivery wagon. She uttered an
exclamation at the sight of Karis sface. “What happened?’

Karis crawled into the delivery wagon and folded hersdf up in acorner. Norinagave Emil asignificant
glance, and followed her in.

“What went wrong?’ Emil asked tiredly.

Mabin leaned her head closeto his, for the gathered people had anxioudy drawn forward. “ Generd
Cadmar isKaris sfather.”

Emil glanced sharply at Garland, who nodded a confirmation. “Did shekill him?” Emil asked. “ Or not?’

Garland thought that if Karis had killed Cadmar it would have devastated her. And if she hadn't, it il
would have devastated her. In the shadows of the van, Karis s face seemed like a pale mask. Norinahad
clasped one of her hands, and was talking to her urgently, with her mouth closeto her ear.

“She seemed resolved,” Mabin said uncertainly.
“Shekilled him,” Garland said.

Emil glanced a him again, inquiringly. Garland held up his hands as Karis had when she put them both
through the gate. “Thisisyour son’slife,” he quoted Karis, gesturing towards the right. Then, he gestured
towardstheleft, holding an invisble Cadmar by the throat, speechless.

“Thisismy father’ sdeeth,” said Emil.

Garland put his hands down, feding extremely sdf-conscious. Mabin was giving him avery surprised
look, but Emil clasped Garland' s elbow and said, “I knew you were the right one to send in with her.”

They got in the wagon and closed the doors, and were taken on ajolting journey across rough
cobblestones. Garland supposed that Norina s fierce whisper continued to fling itself at Karis' s obdurate
slence, but dl he could hear was the rumble of the wheels. When the wagon stopped and the door
opened, the light reveadled asight Garland had never imagined possible: Karisin ahuddle, with her face
buried in Norina s shoulder, Norina s hand stroking the mad tangle of her hair.

Y et another contingent of awestruck citizens had met the wagon at the back of adry goods shop. Emil
firmly pushed the crowd back, and Karis crawled heavily out of the wagon. White-faced, stark-eyed,
she began to remove aragged glove so she could properly greet this new group of strangers, but Emil
sadfirmly, “Karis, you’ ve done enough. Whao' sin charge here? Take us where we' re going, please.”

Walking next to Karis, Garland took part of her weight—not alight burden. Karis asked Norina,
“Where' sLeeba?

“Isthere something wrong with your ravens? Emil!”

Emil extricated himsdlf from an intense conversation with Mabin. Norinasaid to him, “We ve got to find



the ravens somehow, and get them into shelter. And does anyone know exactly where Legbais?’

“She' swith my children, ice skating,” anearby woman said. “ The pond is over there—see those
treetops?’

Emil said, “ Send someoneto bring Leebato Karis. And J han aso—he' swith her.”
“I'll go mysdlf.” Thewomean |eft.

Emil picked another member of their escort, apparently at random, who found himself in avery peculiar
conversation with the G’ deon of Shaftal as she attempted to tell him where the ravens were by describing
what the birds could see. They waked down anarrow passageway between buildings, and Kariswas
saying, “It seemslike abig garden, with afountain in the middle.”

“Isthere ared and green house nearby, with atower? And alightning rod with ablue glassbal init?’
Apparently, Emil had managed to pick the exact person in their group who knew every minuscule detail
of histown’ slandscape.

Karis sumbled on aloose cobblestone. Up ahead, there stood an extremely dilapidated house, with a
Pdadin standing guard at the sagging back gate. They appeared to have arrived at their next detination.

The baby’ s girl-nurse still huddled in the bed, but she was awake, and wide-eyed with fear.
“Lieutenant-Genera, I'm sorry—I didn’'t know—" The baby lay in his basket, blanket-wrapped, though
the stupid girl had let thefire practicaly burn out. The girl’ sterrified babbling continued, but Clement paid
her no heed. She picked up her son and sat down by the cold hearth.

A couple of confused soldiers had helped Clement to her quarters, and now stood uncertainly inthe
doorway. Clement broke the wax seal on the milk bottle, stuck in her finger, and let adrop of milk fall
from her fingertip to the baby’ s mouth.

She waited. His mouth moved. She dipped her finger again, and put it into her son’smouth, and felt the
dight movement of hislipsand tongue as he sucked.

A drop of blood fell from her noseto his blanket. As shetilted her head so the blood would run down
her throat, she noticed the wide-eyed soldiers. “ Escort thisgirl out of the garrison.”

“I’m not surewe can.”

“If they haven’t got the gate open yet, lower her over the wal with arope. Tell her to go hometo her
parents.”

“Yes, Lieutenant-Generd.”
The other soldier said sympatheticaly, “ The generd’ sgot aheavy figt, en?1’ll find amedic for you.”

They left, dragging the sobbing girl, who probably thought she was going to be killed. Clement fed her
son from her fingertip. Later, she paused to build up thefire and to boil aclean bottle. She returned to
find the baby blinking at her from his basket.

Shesad, “Wdll, I'veruined my career for you.”

His mouth opened; he sucked her finger hungrily.



She said, moreto hersdf than to him, “ So the child crestes the parent, eh? Backwards though it seems?’
She added, “Ligten, little guy. | haveto tell you some surprising news. you aren’t going to be asoldier.”

Asthey entered the run-down, back-alley house with aroof that seemed certain to leak and agarden
that was piled with frozen ordure, Garland could hear amuted commotion of cleaning, of furniture being
brought in and the rapid, confident banging of severa carpenters hammers. They entered a big, crowded
kitchen, and Garland wasimmediately irritated to see how far advanced the cooking had gotten without
hishelp. A survey of thefirst-floor rooms reveded that dl the bedroomswerein the midst of afrenzy of
cleaning, so hetold Norinato bring Karisinto the parlor. As Garland put together a plate of bread and
cold meat and got apot of teasteeping, J han arrived with Leeba, followed by awoman carrying two
exhausted ravens. In the parlor, Karis held Leeba on her 1ap, and listened, as though she had no other
concerns, to her daughter’ s excited account of alphabet lessons, ice skating, and playing with a pet ferret.
J han had gotten Karis s boots off and was affectionately admonishing her for getting her feet wet.

Garland sat on the stool beside Karis and piled alittle mound of cold ham onto asmdl, dim square of
black bread, dabbed it with mustard, and decorated it with transparent sweet pickles. This he rather
summarily dipped into Karis s mouth. Leebafound the operation hilarious and demanded that she be
alowed to help. Karis ate passvely and obediently from her daughter’ s hand. For thefirst time, Garland
could seethe lingering ghost of Karis the smoke addict, who had gotten in the habit of cooperating with
the people who worked to make her survive adrug that eventualy killed everyonewho used it. It wasa
terribleingght.

Garland felt Norina s discomforting gaze on him, as he piled up more ham for Leebato feed to Karis.
“Careful—don’t let it fall gpart,” he said, asthelittle girl snatched it from him.

“Karisdoesn't like pickles,” Leebaannounced when apickle dicefdl to thefloor.
“She does s0. Y ou' re the one who doesn't like pickles.”

“Theravens don't even like pickles” Leeba perssted, as Emil camein with another raven. “Open up!”
she said severdly to her mother, and jammed the food into her mouth.

Garland glanced at Norinafinaly. The Truthken had done something to Karis—had grabbed hold of her
somehow and pulled her back from a cliff she was about to fal over. Now the danger was past, and
Norinalooked cool and distant as ever, and the hand she rested on Karis s shoulder was merely
reminding her that she wasthere.

“Emil, that pot on the table should be ready to pour,” Garland said.

Emil had put hisraven on the back of achair. “Blessyou,” he said sincerely and began pouring tea. “ Do
you want some, Karis?’

“Notea” Jhan sad. “By Shaftd, she sgoing to deep.”
Kariswiped mustard from her lip. “I am? How?’

“Feet first.” J han had one of Karis' shig, callused feet in his hands. He reached for the oil that he had set
on the hearth to melt and proceeded with a demonstration.

Karissank visbly into her chair. “The Sainnites—" she began.



Mabin, who had just comein, said, “Karis, give some credit to your people. If Sainnites Sart tearing
things apart, we' Il take care of it. Y ou don't actudly have to solve every single problem with your own
hands.”

As Emil gave Mabin a confused look, Norina uttered a sharp laugh. “Are you supplanting me asKaris's
scold? | doubt she can endure two of us, but I’d be glad to find anew occupation.”

“No, thank you. It seemsapointlessjob.”

Emil went to lean wearily by the fireplace. “Karis, I’'m told the Sainnites managed to get two parties of
soldiersover thewall, but that the soldiers seem very skittish and are only going through the motions of
hunting for us. Every person in Watfield is keegping an eye on them. Believe me, it is safe for you to

deep.”

Karishad shut her eyes. Whatever J han was doing to her foot seemed irresistible. “1 suppose,” she said.
“Sincethey’ re got no weapons.”

Emil straightened sharply, and had to steady histeacup inits saucer. “Noneat dl?’
Karismurmured, “J han, | concede. Y our power is greater than mine.”

Jhan said, “Leeba, let Karislie down on the floor. Y ou can help her take anap, if you want to.”
“Even the edged weapons?’ said Emiil, as Leeba crawled off Karis slap.

“Dull beyond repair,” said Karis. “Even the kitchen knives.”

Garland stood up. “I’ll get some blankets and apillow.”

But he paused at the door, distressed suddenly by the memory of that tired and hungry soldier, the
lieutenant-generd, redling back from the generd’ svicious blow. “Emil?’

Emil was spping spilled teaout of his saucer. He gave Garland a glance of a sort that had never been
directed at him before: not merely inquiring, but repectful. It was unnerving.

“Do you want to make the Sainnites completely desperate?” Garland asked.

“No, no, not at dl. | want them reasonable.”

“Without kitchen knives, they’ [l have nothing to eat but porridge. That’ s going to make them desperate.”
Emil gazed a him thoughtfully, obvioudy waiting for asuggestion.

“Let’sfeed them adecent med,” Garland said.

Mabin uttered a snort of disbelief. “Five hundred soldiers?’

Emil, leaning on thewall again, crossed one booted foot over the other. “Oh, Garland can do it,” he said.

A tap at the door awoke Clement, and she was surprised to find that the room had grown dark, thefire
had burned to cods, and her infant son dept in her arms, in the tangled mess the girl-nurse had made of
the blankets on the bed. The medic had come by to set her broken nose. The pain had been awful, but



somehow she had falen into adoze despiteiit.
The door opened. “Clem? Can | comein?’ It was Gilly.

“Hasthe garrison falen apart yet?” Clement asked indifferently. She got up, and helped her old friend to
achair, and put the baby in hisarms. The baby squinted at Gilly, yawned, and uttered amild complaint.

Gilly blinked down at theinfant, and smiled reluctantly. “This G’ deon exercisesacruel generosty, eh?
She gives you your heart’ s desire so you can destroy yourself with it. But you' re o glad you don’t even
care that you're dead.”

“She gpologized,” Clement said wryly. Shelit alamp, looked around rather hopelesdy for something to
egt, and was briefly distracted by the sight of her facein thelittle mirror tacked to the wall.

“Y ou're even uglier than me at the moment,” Gilly said.

“| seethat.”

“| dwaysfeared Cadmar would smash your face in someday.”
“It wasinevitable, redly.”

“Have you heard? The postern gates and the water gate can’t be opened. The weapons can't be
repaired. Not abladein the garrison will hold an edge. We ve got nothing to defend ourselves with but
our bare hands.”

Clement couldn’t bring hersdlf to be concerned. She sat heavily beside him, her face throbbing. “ So what
will Cadmar do? Surrender, or let us be massacred?’

“Hdll, I don’t know. The man’s been in atemper al afternoon. Maybe he strying to shout the G’ deon to
death. Do you think she' sactudly his daughter? She seemstoo astute, frankly.”

The baby ydped. “ Are you hungry again, Gabian?’ Clement picked up the bottle that she had left to
keep warm on the hearth. Gilly handed her the baby.

“A good name,” he commented. “Y our mother’s, | believe.”

Gabian sucked the bottle energetically, gazing into Clement’ sface, apparently indifferent to her swollen
nose and black eye.

“Has Cadmar had you write my demotion orders yet?’ Clement asked.
“Not yet. But you don't actudly care, do you?’

Clement looked at her bent, worried, desperately unhappy friend, and felt awrenching hel plessness.
“Gilly, I'vereached theend.”

Gilly gazed determinedly at his hands, which rested on his sturdy, battered cane. “Y ou’ re going to desert.
| knew that when | heard you had sent the girl away. Y ou' ve got to get out now, or your son will starve.
But where can you hopeto find shelter? | know you, Clem: maybe you imagine that cow farmer would

be glad to see you again, but you' || never impose such arisk on her. Thelocd Pdadins might find ause
for you, but not a use you could accept. The G’ deon, though, she's gone out of her way to put you in this
position. What do you think? If she shelters you, will she dlow you to advocate for your people without
actudly betraying them? That' savery difficult balance to keep—I should know.”



Gilly continued to gaze at hisfolded hands, asthough this smply was not a conversation that could have
been conducted eye-to-eye. Thinking of Gilly’s uneasy life of betrayad made the choice Clement was
contemplating even more discomforting. Every day shewould wak into this G’ deon’ scircle of advisors,
negotiate the strange Shaftai customs, and be subjected to their seething hodtilities. And she would be
friendlessfor therest of her life.

“Gilly, I need you to comewith me.”

Gilly gave her that familiar Sdeways glance, and asked dryly, “ Are you proposing to ding me over the
wall in abasket, like Gabian?’

“Oh, hell,” she muttered, reminded that they were practically prisonersin their own garrison, and that her
nimble-minded friend wasinfact acripple. “I’ [l have to come back for you somehow.”

“I'll certainly be glad to seeyou,” said Gilly. But they both knew perfectly well that the risk to Clement
would betoo great, and that once Clement was gone, Cadmar would make certain Gilly didn’t follow
her. “Inthe meantime,” Gilly said steadily, “you can make it easier on yourself by getting the G’ deon to
give you some kind of assurance. It wouldn’t hurt to win yourself some of her gratitude. Bring her the
goryteller. That'sawoman who can climb awadl, I’'d wager.”

Clement had scarcely been thinking, she redlized, or she would have thought of this on her own.
“And doit tonight,” Gilly added. “For Cadmar has ordered her executed tomorrow.”

“Bloody hel! Gilly, | can’t get the Storytdller out of gaol—the soldierswon't let me. And if | try I'll just
get mysdlf arrested. And if | even were willing to attack my own people to win her freedom, what would
| attack them with?”

Gilly raised ahand to rub hisface. His cadm wasfinaly shaken. “ Oh, Clem, she must not die! Just
because Cadmar can’'t smash hisfist into the one he' sactudly angry at, and he' susing the storyteller as
some kind of proxy—"

“That stupid man will assuage hisinjured pride even if it destroys his entire people in the process.”
“Now you' re sounding mutinous,” said Gilly serioudy.

She got up abruptly, and handed Gilly the protesting baby. “1’m going to open the window. Keep him out
of the draft, will you?”

The window had not been opened since autumn, but with some banging and effort she managed to
wrestle up the sash. Theice and snow that coated the shutters cracked loudly as she siwung them open.
The stars were coming out. The sky, that gorgeous deep blue that she loved, breathed down at her its
bitter breath. She said out the window in alow voice, “Isthere araven here? | want to send amessage
to the G’ deon.”

Sheheard nothing. The garrison itself lay in unearthly stillness. The night bell suddenly began to ring, and
she muttered, “Gods, thisisademordized slence.”

“No knives,” said Gilly sardonicdly. “ Therefore, no supper.”

“Isthat it? Hell!” Sheleaned out the window and twisted her body, so she looked up at the eaves of her
own roof. “Raven!” she called, moreloudly, feding foolish, though Gilly maintained a serious silence.

She heard a scrabbling, and then, amost invisible againgt the sky, a head peered down at her. She heard



avoice, likethe creaking of old hinges. “Hold out your arm.”
“Gilly, it talked!”
“Of courseit talks,” said Gilly. “You're dill cgpable of surprise?’

She stuck her arm out the window. Therewas adry, heavy flapping, and the raven landed—ungainly,
claws digging through heavy wool cloth into skin. She brought him in, aheavy, drooping, ice-decorated
bird.

“Put him by thefire,” said Gilly reasonably. “ Close the window. Give him something to egt.”

Doing al thistook awhile. Clement shook the crushed remains of the rolls out of her coat pockets.
Standing on the chair near thefire, the raven ate these crumbs, and drank water from her washbowl. All
thiswas not so strange, until the bird said, “ Thank you.”

He flapped hiswings, soraying Clement with ice water and dush. He fluffed his feaethersin the warmth of
the fire and looked like he would now go to deep.

She said, “My message to the G’ deon is urgent. Can you carry her anote?’
Theraven said, “Emil isaddressing you. Please speak your mind.”

Clement looked at Gilly rather desperately. But he seemed to think that holding the baby was
participation enough.

“What one raven knows, we dl know,” explained the bird. “Emil has araven beside him, saying your
wordsto him.”

And what €l se was that raven saying to him, Clement wondered rather wildly? Would it describe her
dark, disordered room, her battered face, her hunched companion and the restless, grunting baby that he
awkwardly dandled on his knee?

The raven added, unnervingly, “Emil isstting with Kariswhile she degps. Theroom isdark, like thisone.
Karisisadeep on thefloor, near the fire. She has hardly dept since Long Night, and he does not wish to
wake her up. He asks that you speak with him instead of her. How can he win your confidence?’

“WhoisEmil?’

Theraven sad, “Emil was commander of South Hill company for twenty years, and isnow a Genera of
Pdadins, and acouncilor of Shaftd.”

“He was the commander in South Hill?” Clement stared at the raven and demanded, irrationaly, “ What
happened in South Hill? When that woman in our gaol, who used to be awarrior of the Ashawaa i—"

“Katrim,” corrected the raven.

“ Katrim,” she said irritably. “ She became a Paladin in South Hill, didn’t she? Under Emil’s command!
And something happened there.”

“The gorytdler’ s name then was Zanjanad Tarwein. She came to South Hill Company wanting to kill
Sainnites. But she turned her back on thiswar, and opened the way for othersto follow her— Emil, and
Medric, and Karis. Zanjabecame a hinge of history, an opener of doors.”

“WEell, she had better get some more doors opened quickly, for sheis going to be executed tomorrow, at



dawn.”
Theraven said nothing a all.

Clement stumbled on, scarcely able to believe what she was doing, even asshedid it. “I'd like to save
her, but | can’t. Perhaps there’ s something you or the G’ deon could do.”

Theraven said, “Emil asksfor your patience. Thisisapainful problem.”

Clement had been pacing the cold room, but now she sat down abruptly, in achair near Gilly. “I makea
traitor out of myself to araven,” she muttered, “And | get only silencein response. Who do | complain
to?’

Theraven finaly spoke. “It isbetter that the Storytdller bekilled.”
“What? How could it be better?’

“Itisdifficult to explain. Zanjana Tarweinisno longer dive, and the soryteler’ s death will be agift to
I,H.H

“Her separated irit can be made whole by killing her?” said Gilly.
“yYes”

“Thismakes senseto you?’ Clement asked.

Gilly shrugged crookedly. 1 believeit sfirelogic.”

“Itisfirelogic,” theraven said.

Asthe raven fluffed hisfeathersin the heet, Gabian watched the black bird with fixed fascination.
Clement findly said, “I want to come over thewall tonight, and join the G’ deon’ s service.”

It was impossible to understand nuancesin the raven’ sinhuman voice. But the promptness of hisreply
suggested alack of surprise. “Lieutenant-General Clement, you will serve Shafta best by remaining
whereyou are.”

“Now I’'min disgrace, there’ snothing | can do except bring my son to safety before your people attack.”
“There will be no attack. We are here to make peace.”

“But the G’ deon said her offer of peace was Cadmar’ sonly chance.”

“ She said she would make peace without him,” the raven said.

Something in the raven’ swords gave Clement pause. Gilly said, “That is what she said.” He a so paused.
“Oh, bloody hell,” Clement bregthed. “ Gilly, where is Cadmar?’

Gilly said sharply, “Y ou' ve got to keep away from the generd! If something happensto him, you'll be
blamed! Clem, listen to me!”

“Look after the baby,” she said, and ran out the door.



Chapter Thirty-Seven

Garland found the kitchen’ s oven to be quite cantankerous, but he and hisfellow cooks eventualy
managed to get it to produce a hafway decent tray of mesat turnovers. He brought one to the Paladin
who sat writing aletter by candlelight as he kept watch outside the parlor door. He took another into the
parlor to give Emil. Emil, seeted in an upholstered chair, flanked by aflock of extremely weary ravens,
made aslencing gesture.

Karis, bolstered by feather pillows and wrapped in blankets, dept on the floor. Before J han was half
finished with her, she had falen profoundly adeep: oblivious as he stripped her to the skin, unconscious
when several people lay hands on her to help turn and arrange her nervelessform. Garland had taken
Karis s clothing into the kitchen, but then lost custody of it to the people who could sew. The worn state
of her rdatively new clothing offered an gppalling measure of how hard Karis had been working.

Garland put the plate a Emil’ s elbow, and then quietly added wood to thefire. Karis sbig hand was
outspread on the floor, as though even in her deep she wastrying to hold the pieces of abroken thing
together.

Emil saidinalow voice, “Raven, tell mewhat is happening now.”

A raven spoke. “ The Lucky Man has placed the baby in the basket. Now he speaks: ‘| seeyou area
subtle people.” Histoneisironic.”

Thefire, rigng in thefireplace, crackled softly.

“Tell the Lucky Man he can remind Clement that reluctance to take power isavirtue here. Ishe
following her to seewhat’ s become of the generd?’

1] Ya”
“Tel himit’'snot contagious.”
Theraven sad, “He seems nonplused. He has | eft the room now.”

“Y ou birds have an astonishing vocabulary,” Emil muttered. He stood up stiffly. “ Garland, the storyteller
isto dieat dawn. How can they kill her with al their weapons broken?’

Garland felt atwist of sickness. “ A heavy ax on the back of the neck.”

Emil flinched. Then he took abreath and said in an even voice, “Without a sharp edge, the executioner’s
going to need agood aim.”

“They don't miss,” Garland said. “It'sapoint of pride. But that won't make you fed any better.”

“Nothing will. Not only did | haveto kill her, but | haveto keep killing her. My ethical training hasrarely
seemed o inadequate. All | can do isendure, but to endure such an awful thing seemsimpossible.”

Emil looked at Karisthen, with awrenching interlarding of compassion and pride. “ Must | awaken her?’
“Don’'t you dare!”
“Shehasto betold.”



“Y ou keep away from her! Sit down and egt your supper! Leave that poor woman aone!l” If Garland's
rolling pin had not been in the kitchen, he would have made himsalf ridiculous by brandishing it.

Emil sat down and picked up the plate from the table. He took a bite of the turnover, and shook his head
in amazement. “1 don’t know how you doit.” Then helooked up, and smiled faintly at Garland’ sface,
which must have had a strange expression. “No, | don’t know how | do it either,” he said. “ Areyou
going to beup dl night?’

“Yes, Emil. | expect wedl will. People are out there sewing Karis anew undershirt, knitting new gloves,
mending her boots, stitching up her popped seams, and patching the holesin her breeches. Other people
keep dropping by to discuss recipes and where to locate ingredients. And we' re cooking, of course.”

“Of course. Do they mind taking orders from a Sainnite?’
“No more than you do, apparently.”

Emil’ sgrin had only the dightest twist of sorrow. “It'snot obedience,” he said. “It’s self-interest. Do you
think | could have another one of these 7’

Clement pounded pell-mell down the stairs. A couple of soldierswho kept an anxious watch insdethe
front door leapt up, startled, from a distracted game of cards. With the pain in her face jolted back into
agony, Clement had to reach for adoor post for support. “Isthe generd in his quarters?’

“Y es, Lieutenant-Generd. Commander Ellid waswith him for awhile, and then we brought him some
porridge.”

“Y ou better st down,” said the other, and guided her to his chair. She sat blinking at him, puzzled, trying
to think of how or when the soldiers of Watfidd had started being so thoughtful and proprietary.

“It'sbroken, eh?’ said the soldier, gesturing &t her face.
“I suredowish | had ducked.”

The soldiers grinned. And then, asthe grinsfaded, the anxiety settled back into their faces. The entire
garrison waswaiting helplesdy for the ax to fall; Clement doubted anyone would get much deep tonight.

Shesad, “I haveto tak to the generd. But | don’t dare go near him if he hasn't cooled off. Would one
of you go ask himif he' ll sse me?”’

The kind soldier went off down the hal, and the other one collected the cards and started shuffling them.
“How are people doing?’ she asked him.

“Wdll, I'd fed better if | had a decent blade.”
Down the hdl, the kind soldier uttered a sharp shout.

Clement had choreographed her share of battles, then stood back and watched them unfold with the
same sense of unredlity. The soldier dropped the cards. They ran to Cadmar’ sroom. They found him
sprawled upon the floor, with hisfacein apool of thick, bloody vomit.

The kind soldier grabbed Clement by the arm. “It might be the plague. Don't go in there!”



Shelet him pull her back from the doorway. Her panic wasn't feigned as she turned to him and cried,
“Go get the medicd”

“I will, Lieutenant-Generd. But please, don't go in there!” He spoke wildly, and hisfearful eyes said her
own terrified thought: Don't leave me with no one to stand behind!

Shetook abreath. “I'll wait here until you come back. | won't go any closer to him.”

Gilly arrived before the medics did, carrying Gabian in the basket, with the bottle of milk and other
necessaries tucked around the baby. By then, Clement’ s heart had stopped its pounding, and she said to
Gilly very camly, “Get my son out of here”

They were donein the halway. The soldier had gone into Cadmar’ sroom, muittering fataigticaly, “First
in, first dead.” The door was closed now.

“Emil saysit’snot contagious,” Gilly said.

Clement had to remember who Emil was. She cried, “And you believe him? He promised no attack!
Now we' reisolated from the city, with our gates and walls preventing us from infecting Shaftal, and we
could dl smply diein here”

“Y ou cdlled the G’ deon a generous woman not long ago. Y ou said she was of awoman of her word.
And her words were very specific. Clem—"

“| don't want—"
“But think of what it meand”

They glared a each other by thedim light of adistant lamp. Then, in afierce whisper, Gilly said, “Clem!
Think what you can do for your people!”

He had put the baby’ s basket on the floor. Now, he picked it up. “1I’ll keep the baby in my room. Send a
soldier to hdp me, will you?’

She nodded tiffly. Gilly’ swordslay in her mind like an unopened package. He walked avkwardly
away, leaning on his cane, hauling the baby. A few minutes later, the medics arrived—three of them—
and ahdf dozen soldiers.

Their facestold her they’ d rather risk contact with the sick man than bein her position. She
whole-heartedly agreed with them.

Clement sat at her work table with her hands cupped very cautioudy over her face. She had moved the
raven to achair in ashadowed corner, because this was sure to be the kind of night that people would
come barging in unannounced. Wheat lay upon her now was the weight of slence. Clement assumed that
extrawatches had been placed on the wall, but there were no darms. Gilly had sent amessage assuring
her that Gabian seemed quite well. Her son’ s absence | eft her room echoing with emptiness. All across
the garrison, frightened captains were feigning unconcern asthe terrified soldiers under their command
bolstered their courage with boagting or distracted themsel ves with card games. Ellid would have been
out making her rounds, reassuring people somehow, but the soldier bearing the devastating news of
Cadmar’ sillness would have found her by now.



Therewould be no attack tonight. To defeet five hundred soldiers, even disarmed ones, would take some
effort. Thelocal Pdadin company could not muster more than seventy experienced fighters, and even that
would take afew days at thistime of year. Of course, there was nothing to stop the Watfieldersfrom
samply risng up and throwing themsdves on the Sainnitesin agrand figtfight—nothing but thewdll, and a
gate that would not open. But, more likely they would just watch and wait while Cadmar’ sillness sporead
through the garrison, and the few soldierswho didn’t die of illness died of starvation. It would be over
long before spring, with not ablow struck.

Clement heard afootstep outside the door. “Comein,” she said, and asoldier stepped in—an old man
with aleft hand so badly smashed in an old battle or accident that his fingers were now frozen in ausdsless
claw. Clement remembered the soldier’ s name, and asked him in to warm up by thefire. The man

handed her a note from the medics, put alog on thefire, and warmed his hands by the flames.

The note was scrawled on atorn piece of paper: “Fever, ddirium, lumpsin groin, one dead flea. Too
early to judge outcome.”

But awoman who can dole out life can dole out degth just as easily. Clement dropped the note onto the
coals and watched it shrivel, puff into flames, and become ashes. The soldier said, “It’ sbad, en?’

“The generd’ s certainly picked abad timeto get Sck,” said Clement. “Why do | remember you? Did
you know my mother?’

“I knew her pretty well. We dl were on the same boat, you know. Y ou werejust alittle bit of athing.
Dreadfully seasick. But tough. We dl told Gabian you were going to be an officer. | guessshe' d be
pretty proud of you right now, Lieutenant-Generd.”

Proud of what? Clement wanted to ask. My lousy luck! But thiswas no timeto beimposing her low
spiritson anyone dse. She said, “ Thanks—I' 1 try to keep that in mind. How are people doing, do you
think? This news about the generd isgoing to be hard to take, I'm afraid.”

The old man looked at her. “ Do you think so, Lieutenant-Generd?” Hiswords were neutral, but histone
had a sharpnesstoit. “1 guess |’ d better get back. Thanks for the warm-up.”

Clement was | ft done to think about Cadmar: a courageous, handsome, powerful man with the luck of
the gods, who made areputation for himsdlf by barging into impossible situations and then fighting his
way out unscathed. Clement had adored him once, had even indulged in fantasies of acovert love affair.
That was before Gilly, before Clement watched Cadmar’ s casud abuse of a helpless boy, and his stupid
disregard for Gilly'svivid inteligence. After Gilly had given Clement apoint of comparison, she had loved
Cadmar no more. In fact, she had become determined to make herself what Cadmar was not, and she
had been young enough still that reshaping hersalf had at least seemed possible.

Y et Cadmar was aman to stand behind. An overshadowing obstacle, he was dso a substantia shield
and a convenient excuse. Clement had railed againgt him, suffered under him, detested hersdlf for the
tricks she employed to get around him. Y et, despite the long years of repugnance, now that it seemed
likely that Cadmar soon would be gone, what Clement felt was smpleterror. She would be unshielded.
She would be the onein front, and the lives of six thousand soldiers would entirely depend on her. If she
falled, she would not have anyone e seto blame.

She wanted the bloody idiot back.



She heard voicesin the hallway, and lifted her head from the table. She felt empty, dazed, and then, as
she stood up, dizzy.

Commander Ellid came in without bothering to knock. A soldier was standing in the halway, with a
lantern at her feet. Ellid surveyed the room, glanced at Clement, then said to the soldier, “Bring the
lieutenant-generd aload of wood, and find her something to eat. Kick acook out of bed if you haveto.”
She shut the door behind hersalf and added, “Well, Lieutenant-Generd, don't you look like hell.”

“I'll take your word for it. What do you think, Ellid, isthisworse than the night they burned down the
garison?’

“Much worse. There' snothing to do. Nobody to kill, no firesto fight. Sit down, will you?’

It did seem like agood suggestion. Clement sat and pushed out the other chair with her foot. Ellid sat
next to her and said, “ Thismorning, | thought | was about to initiate your demotion. And then | was
thinking you were abloody genius. By afternoon | was thinking you had gotten yourself beaten to degth.
And now you' re about to become general. My day’ s been pretty lousy, but it must look good to you.”

“I wouldn’t want to be you either right now,” Clement said truthfully. “ Are the medics certain now that
Cadmar’sdying?’

“He sonly got afew more hours, they say. They never heard of an illness moving so fast. They put
themsdlvesin quarantine, and they’ re desperately hoping it’sthe kind of illnessthat doesn’t spread.”

During Clement’ s solitary wait, her apprehensiveness seemed to have consumed itsdlf. She said, “No one
elsewill get sick. | know it for afact. And | don't know what' s going to happen next, but I’ m pretty sure
it won't be what anyone expects.”

Ellid looked blank. “Begging your pardon, Lieutenant-Generd...”
“Oh, for gods sake, Ellid, we' re donein theroom.”

“Clement,” Ellid corrected hersdlf. And then she seemed to think for awhile. “Y ou know somethings
that | don’t know. No, never mind—I doubt we ve got time for you to explain. Tell me what you need
fromme”

“Whatever | do, it won't be what anyone expects, either. | need the whole garrison behind me, though:
absolute obedience, no hesitation. Every last bloody soldier.”

“All right,” Ellid said absently, asthough she were waiting for Clement to ask for something difficuilt.
“That'sit. You better get busy.”

“You got it dready.”

“Ellid, I commanded agarrison for five years mysdlf. | know for afact | haven't got it dready.”

“I guessyou don't know everything. There was some fifty soldiers watching this afternoon when Cadmar
smashed your face after you saved hisworthlesslife. And every last one of them wanted to best the hell
out of him. And there’ s another fifty soldiersthat just came back from atough campaign with you, and all
they’ ve been talking about is how hard you worked to make sure they got through it without even atouch
of frosthite. And there’ snot a soldier in the garrison who doesn’t remember that you' re the one who

kept usdl from burning to ashes this summer. Y ou’ ve got their loyaty, Clement. Because you earned it.
Tdl them what to do, and they’ll doit.”



Clement smply could not think of areply. The expression on her face—what remained of her
face—must have been completely blank.

Ellid got to her feet. “I’m going to assign asgna-man to you, and I’ Il make sure every captainin the
garrison knows that when the bugle blows, that’ s your voice giving the orders.” She paused. “ A favor,
Clement. A littlething.”

“What?" Clement said doubtfully. It was difficult to believe any favor could be small a the moment.
“Don't put your life at risk, en? Thelast thing | want isto inherit this bloody messfrom you.”

Clement said, “ That' s exactly what | told Cadmar the last time he promoted me. And now look at what's
happened.”

The kitchen had gradually emptied out, and Garland, too tired to go through the trouble of finding a bed,
dozed on the hearth. Down the hall, he heard the Paladin’ s voice, and then he heard Medric saying
urgently, “Etnil! Wake her up! Now!”

Garland grabbed Karis s mended, cleaned, ironed, and neetly folded clothing, and ran to the parlor.
Medric, standing in the doorway with a blanket trailing from his shoulders, said vigoroudy into the parlor,
“Not only isit amistaketo try to protect her, but it’s generaly agood ideato keep out of her way, under
al circumstances. Yes, that' sauseful principle.” His spectacles, reflecting fire, made hiseyesinto acircle
of light.

Emil said, “Oh, | wasjust waiting for you to wake up and tell me what to do. Comein, will you? Or at
least dlow Garland to pass. Isthere a Paladin out there?’

“Yes, Emil,” said the Pdadin.
“Y ou might aswell start waking up the house.”

Garland went in, to find Emil knedling near Karis, holding hiswatch up to thefirdight. “What timeis
dawn in the garrison, Garland?’

“When the bl rings. Sainnitesignore Shaftali time. But we can't hear the garrison bells here; | think
we' retoo far away.”

Emil turned to the dark flock of birds. “Ravens, what timeisit in the garrison?’

“An hour to dawn,” araven replied.

“What is happening there?’

“Clement isegting.”

“Have the raven ask to be let out the window. | hope he' s recovered enough to fly.”
They waited. Theraven said, “It has been done. Theraven canfly.”

“Theravenisto fly to the gaol and watch over the storyteller.” Emil sighed. “ At least Kariswill be ableto
answer her own questions.” He leaned over her curled, limp form. “Karis, I'm sorry, you must wake.”



This gentle approach had no apparent effect. Emil resorted to vigoroudy shaking her. Eventualy, Karis
sat up and gazed dazedly at Medric, who crouched at her feet now, talking rapidly though not very
coherently. She put her arms through the new linen undershirt that Garland offered and tugged it over her
head. She said, “Garland, do you know what happened to my boots?’

“A cobbler’s been working on them. They’re out in the kitchen.”
“Can you find my coat, too? And my toolbox?’
Emil sad worriedly, “Tdl mewhat you' re going to do.”

Shelifted her big hands, and examined them, minutely, with a certain puzzlement. “1I’m going to get atool.
And I’'m going to do something with it.”

Medric uttered a grunt of laughter. He said to Emil, “I’'m going to go put some clothes on.”
“But what...?’

Medric looked blurrily but intently a Emil over thetop of hislenses. “Oh, Emil, thisisthe easy part.
Don't try to understand. Just follow her.”

The hall outside Cadmar’ s room was crowded with people, none of whom had any businessthere. At
Clement’ s gpproach, ababble of voices rose up. “Lieutenant Genera, we can’t put an edge on the
weapons.” “We can't repair theguns.” “The gatewon't. . .” “Generd Cadmar...?’

“I've had afull report from Commander Ellid,” shesaid. “I am entirely aware of our Stuation.”
Someone ingsted, panicky and desperate, “ But they’ |l attack us at first light!”

“There snot going to be an attack.”

“Then why are we waking up the day watch aready, an hour before davn?’

“Y ou mean people were actudly ableto deep?’ Shelooked at them, eyebrows raised, until afew of
them, at least, managed crooked smiles. “Now what are dl of you doing here? Y ou think you’ re the only
oneswho areworried? And that if you could just talk to someonein charge, something would be done
about it?’

Their lingering mutter of voicesfdl slent. She said, “We rein abad position; there’ s no doubt about thét.
Those people at the gate yesterday, they wanted to make an impression, and they’ ve made one. But
what kind of strategy isthat? To hit us hard and then walk away? They don't intend to fight us! They’ll be
coming back, but now we ve had time to think, they’ [l be wanting to talk again. Should an entire garrison
go into apanic over asmple conversation?’

After adlence, oneof the frightened soldiers said, “What kind of conversation?’
“Hell, I don't know. But | can talk—you al know that.”

There was a gtartled silence, and then aburst of laughter. The soldiers began to leave, but they wanted to
touch her firgt, asthough she were some kind of luck charm. It took some time for the hall to empty.
When they had findly dispersed, Clement opened Cadmar’ s door and went in. She said to the Startled
medics, “1 just want to see him. | won'’t touch him.”



A window had been cracked open despite the cold, but it didn’t do much to relieve the ungodly stink of
the room. Cadmar lay quiet in aneat bed, garishly illuminated by bright lamps. Everyone loses at |east
one battle, thought Clement, looking down at the fallen mountain of aman. Perhgps Cadmar had
forgotten that, or had chosen to never know that one day he would be completely outmatched. “By a
flea, en?’ she said soberly. “1 guess|’ll haveto take that asawarning.”

A medic said, “ There are never any fleas a midwinter, because of the cold. It' s very strange.”
“Very strange,” she agreed.
Cadmar struggled for abreath and then lay il again.

She reminded herself again that he had helped her, taught her, and supported her rise. But it al seemed
long ago. Sheturned away.

“I'll bewaitinginthe hdl,” shesad.

The light wasrising. The ravensflew up in acrowd, uttering sharp criesthat seemed like curses. They
whedled into the paling sky. One by one, as people followed the ravens out the narrow door, they
looked up to check the time and wesather. Garland thought it looked to be afair day, tolerably cold but
bright for once. Leeba, ill half adeepin J han’sarms, peered up at the sky like everyone dse. “Where
isthesun?’ she asked.

“It'scoming up over there” He pointed eastward.
She looked towards the east in degpy amazement. “Why?" she asked.

Kariswas already walking avay down the street, bare-headed, with her coat unbuttoned. In her right
hand she held a gigantic hammer, its handle worn to fit her hand, scorched black by the heet of the metdl
it had shaped over many years. She wore no gloves. There was no time for Garland to run back in and
find somefor her.

At Karis s elbows, Norinaand Emil took big steps to keep up with her. The others crowded along
behind: the Paladins, adjusting their wegpons and tightening up their buckles, Medric, waving ink-stained
fingers and talking excitedly to no onein particular, J han, attempting to explain the sunriseto his
daughter, and Garland, with his pockets crammed with apples and biscuits and a nice wedge of cheese,
in case anyone became hungry.

They turned onto the main sireet. Citizens Hill in their night-clothes peered out their front doors at them.
People who had kept watch on the street corners dl night trotted up to talk with Mabin, and then ran off,
on what errands Garland could not guess.

The city smelled ddlicious, of roasted mest, onions, pastry crust, cinnamon and burnt sugar.
Jhan said vaguely, “But thisisn't afeast day.”

“It' sanew feast day. Thefeast of following without knowing why.”

“Rabbit wantsto walk,” Leeba declared.

“We're practicaly running,” J han said to her, more than alittle out of breath. “ Tell your rabbit to be



patient.”
“Rabhit knows.”
“Wdl, tdl thelizard, then. | don’t think he knows.”

Lecba held the wooden lizard, and the stuffed rabbit peeked out of the front of her coat. She shook the
lizard roughly and told him to be patient and to stop complaining.

The trotted down the street. Asthey drew close to the garrison, the dawn bell began to ring.

Clement had set achair under an unshuttered, east-facing window and had watched as the darkness
became light. The sgna-man squatted nearby with his back againgt thewall. The bugle hanging around
his neck began to gleam, asthough it were collecting every bit of thiswinter dawn’s sparse light.

The dawn bell rang. Clement stood up abruptly and paced down the halway, cursing under her breath.

That Clement’ sfirst words to the G’ deon would be an explanation of why and how the storyteller had
died in their custody was intolerable. What Emil had said about the necessity of the woman' s death had
made no sense and did not matter.

Cadmar’ s door opened. A haggard medic looked for her. “General Clement,” he said. “ Generd Cadmar
isdead.”

“Come with me!” she said to the sgna-man. And she ran down the hollow hall, out the door, down the
ice-dippery steps and into the road.

The garrison was awake. Shefdt it: coiled, dert, ligening.

The snow that was piled high on ether Side of the road made the path through seem like a cave, atunndl,
paved with extraordinarily dippery stones. Somehow, Clement managed not to fall.

In the distant yard that abutted the outer wall, four soldiers stood. In the middle of their circle, adim gray
figure knelt and obediently lay her head upon the block.

Clement shouted at the signal man, “ Stand down!” It was an order that should stop even a battle-mad
soldier mid-stride, mid-blow. Gasping for breath, the bugler brought the bugle to hislips, but the noise
that came out was an unrecognizable spurt of sound that to any listener would seem ameaningless
accident.

The sky seemed full of ravens.
“Hell!” Clement cried hdplessy. “Do not kill her! Do not kill her!” Her voice echoed back at her.
Theax rose. Theax fell.

The garrison wall burst open.



Chapter Thirty-Eight

Squatting on her hedls, Zanjaread Medric’ s book until the water in her pot boiled. She had read the
book many times, but it seemed different every time sheread it. When the water boiled, she shut the
book and steeped her tea. As she looked up from the porcelain pot with apoured cup of teain her hand,
she noticed the owl perched atop astone, gazing at her. The owl had the passionless, infinite eyes of a
god. Surely, Zanjathought, the land in which she endlessly traveled was a place in the owl’ smind.

“Sdos a isit findly timefor meto die?” sheasked. Theowl said, “ Y ou die painfully at every crossing.

Y et you have never refused to cross. Why isthat?’ Zanjasaid, “ Because it ismy duty to my people.”
“Speak again,” said the owl. “Thetruth thistime.” “ Because you named me a crosser of boundaries when
| became a katrim.”

“Speak again,” said the owl. “More accurately.” Zanjathought, and said at last, “Because crossing
boundaries givesmejoy.”

“That isagood reason,” said the owl. “ Remember it.”

When Karis struck the wall, the hammer-head fractured like glass. The hammer handle shattered to
splinters. Pieces of the hammer exploded out from Karis s hand, burning as they flew from shadow into
sunlight. The sound of that blow reverberated in Garland' s head. The fedling of it shook hisjointsloose,
s0 hefdt that he would collgpse; that nothing could possibly remain standing.

The stones of thewall smply let loose of each other. Thewall fell down before Karis, nearly obscuring
her in ashimmering cloud of shattered mortar and didodged snow. Through the dust, Garland caught
occasiona glimpses of her: legs straddled, hands open, feet buried in restlessrubble,

Lecba shrieked wildly, “Look! Look at that! Oh!” She held the wooden lizard over her head, so that he
could see. Stones crashed, cracked, and clattered. Beyond thisracket, a bugle was sounding. Garland
shouldered his way through the awestruck Paladinsto Emil, on whose dust-caked face glowed the
sunlight that broke through the widening breach in thewall.

“Emil,” said Garland humbly, “that bugler isSgnaing the soldiersto stand down.”

Emil rubbed dust and tears from his eyes. “To stand down? Wdl!” He grinned ferocioudy at the
crumbling wall. “1 guess even the Sainnites don’t want to know what it’ slikefor Karisto lose her
temper.”

The storyteller genuflected, folded negtly over her bent kneeswith her handstied behind her. Her face
was crushed into the shattered ice that covered the block. Across her back sprawled the spread wings of
afdlenraven.

“Lieutenant-Genera Clement?’ said the executioner. Thewall was disintegrating beyond him, and he
gtarted nervoudy at every new crash.



“Generd Clement,” she said. “Cadmar’ s dead. What happened?’
“The bird tangled with the ax.”

“And what?’

“The ax hit the block, not the prisoner.”

“But shelooks dead!”

“I guess she' sfainted. Shall I—?" He hefted the ax.

“Gods, no! Put that down.”

Still gasping for bresth, with the bugler still sounding his sgnal—haf of the soldiers of the garrison
seemed to have aready arrived, but now stood back in a disorgani zed rabble—Clement unbuttoned her
coat to be used as a stretcher, and suddenly a dozen soldiers were there doing what she wanted, though
she had not seen them arrive and did not remember giving any orders. Asthe soldiers tucked the
storyteller and the folded up raven into the coat, Clement caled, “ Signa-man: honored guestsin the
garrison!”

The puzzled bugler began playing the new signal. Ellid, who approached from adistance, flanked by
severd of her lieutenants, shouted, “ Generd Clement! Y our orders?’

“Just follow me” Clement said.

They went plowing through the snow: Clement, starting to fed the cold; the senior officers pretending
they knew what they were doing; the four soldiers, carrying the storyteller between them; and the bugler
blaring away at therear. All dong the edge of thefield, the captainswere franticaly getting their
companiesin order. For no apparent reason, the soldiers began to cheer.

And then Clement redlized they were cheering for her. It made no sense.

And then it did make sense: those shouts made her fed like she could do anything. And by the gods, she
needed to fed that way, or she was going to collapsejust likethe wall, right therein front of five hundred
oldiers.

She and her entourage reached the wall as another arm-gpan of it came crashing down. The breach was
aready aswide as three wagons, and where the wall had collapsed lay an ever-shifting and spreading
fied of restlessrubble, of stonesthat rolled and rolled and did not rest until they were no longer touching
any other stone.

A ralling stone bumped into Clement’ sfoot. On the other Side of the restless rubble scood awomanin a
flapping red coat. At her right stood alanky gray man with the fire of sunrisein hisface. At her left sood
awiry, cool woman whose glance was like a sharp blade drawn across skin. Flanking her were ahalf
dozen black-dressed, gold-earringed Paladins—not farmers with weapons, but the kind Gilly had once
caled deadly philosophers. Clement noticed Councilor Mabin, the ubiquitous runaway cook, ajumpy
little man in sun-drenched spectacles, asturdily built man with ajoyous, shrieking little girl in hisarms.
And beyond them were gathering astonished townsfolk, with their coats thrown on over night-clothes and
their bare feet jammed into boots they hadn’t taken the time to strap up.

Clement started forward across the unsteady stones. Karis met her in the middle. Her unbuttoned coat
reveded plain work clothes, and abelt from which smal tools dangled and danced: afolding rule, afat
pencil, autilitarian little knife. Her boots looked asif they had waked down every last one of Shaftd’s



godawful roads.
She offered her bare hand. Clement clasped it, and fdlt like she had grabbed hold of a piece of hot iron.
“Thewar isover,” Karissad.

The stones heaved underfoot. The soldiers were shouting Clement’ sname. “ Thewar isover,” Clement
affirmed, as definitely as she could manage to say such a preposterous thing.

The cold woman at Karis sleft turned to face Shafta. She cried, in avoice that seemed trained to carry
long distances, “Thewar isover!”

Clement glanced backwards at Ellid, who had climbed up the rock pile behind her. “ Signa peace. Make
bloody sure the soldiers act happy about it.”

“Yes, Gengrd.”

Clement turned back to face the steady, implacable gaze of Shaftd. “ Do you want to discuss some
Jetails?’

A deep humor came into the face of the man at Karis s other sde. Three earrings—aPdadin generdl.
Emil, Clement redlized.

Karissad, “ The Sainniteswill not be harmed or attacked, and you will not harm or attack the people of
Shaftal. The people of Shaftd will offer you the hospitality of strangers and eventually the hospitdity of
friends”

The rocks dipped away from under Clement’ s feet, but the powerful grip on her hand balanced her. The
cold woman a Karis sleft said, “General, say that you will do whatever is necessary to make these

things happen.”
Clement opened her mouth to speak, and then there was a grest, terrible pause.

“I amaTruthken,” the cold woman said, answering aquestion Clement had not asked.

Clement said, “I havetotel you, | don’t know how to make peace. | can’t be certain that al the
garisonswill follow me. And | may only be genera for afew months.”

The Truthken’ s expression became distinctly gppreciative. “1 understand these qudifications.”
Clement said, “1 will do whatever is necessary to make peace with Shaftal.”

“Karis, the genera declaresa sincereintention.”

“Oh, we' |l solvethese problems,” Karissaid.

The bugler had begun sounding a sequence of notes that had never been heard in Shaftal. Clement
couldn’t even be certain her soldiers knew what the sgna meant. But Ellid had also sent her officersin
person to pass the word, and the soldiers' voiceswere arising roar. On the other sde of thewall there
also rose up agrowing wave of cheers. A bell had begun to pedl.

Surely, Clement thought belatedly, none of thisis possible. It can’ not possibly be so simple asthis.
Karissaid, “What happened to the storyteller?’



Clement said, “A raven got in the way of the ax. It missed her entirely. But she seemsto be
unconscious.”

The gray man uttered an exclamation. “Karis, why did you interfere? How many times must we make up
our mindsto kill her?’

“Onelast time, Emil,” Karissaid.

“Are you the one who's managing this business of feeding the garrison? We're ready with the bread.”

Garland was being addressed by arather floury woman, who had seen fit to tuck under her arm ahot
loaf of bread, which crackled and steamed in the chill. She brought him into awonderful conversation
about butter and jam with a dozen other people. Then Medric blundered into the crowd of cooks, his
vision obscured by a paste of snow and powdered lime. “Is Garland here? |’ ve got to get to Karis.

Usdless bloody spectacles!”

Garland took him by the elbow, saying irritably, “If you would just ask Karisto mend your vision, you
could throw the spectacles away.”

That sartled Medric into amoment’ s silence, but then he responded firmly, * Just because she can fix
everything doesn’t mean she should. Get me over these rocks, brother.”

Asthey tripped and stumbled their way across the spreading carpet of rock, Medric said, “ Can you see
Karis?What is she doing?’

“She’ son her kneesin the snow. There' s araven beside her—it lookslike it’ s dead. She has awoman, a
body, in her arms. It must be Zanja. Gods, does Karis get to fed not even amoment’ s triumph?”’

Medric swayed wildly from sideto side. “What in Shaftal’ s Name has she done to these rocks? Thiswall
will never befinished faling! | would not have expected her, of al people, to be so immoderate!”

Garland said, “Norina s unbuttoning her coat to get at her dagger.”

Medric shouted shrilly, “Gods of hell! Karis Don't let her doit!” Arm waving wildly for baance, he
added, “ Did they hear me?’

Emil had turned; he noticed their approach. Helay ahand on Norina sarm. “Emil heard,” Garland said.

“Of course heheard,” Medric said. “He salistening sort of man! Are we anywhere near them yet? How
long do these bloody rocks continue?’

“The snow’snext,” Garland said. “Herewe go.”

They waded past Sainnite officers, who clustered intently around their rapidly talking new general. Emil
had come through the snow to meet them and took Medric’' s other elbow. “Karis says her heart is ill
beating, but the spirit is gone. She says she just needed to know for hersalf. And now she does know.”

“But she only knowswhat her hands can tell her,” Medric said. “ She can’t know that the storyteler is
dead because she was expecting to bekilled. But think, Emil, think of what’ s possible now!”

“Think?’ said Emil. “ At thismoment?’



“Must we go through thisagain?’ said Norinaimpatiently asthey drew up to her.
“Here'sKaris,” Garland said, and put Medric’s hand onto her shoulder.

The limp woman lay in Karis sarms. A piece of cut rope hung from one of the woman' swrigts, and a
long, dender braid of her hair trailed across the snow. Garland remembered her vividly: her silence, her
aert, fierce attention, her astonishing courtesy, and the extremely pared-down beauty of her sharp-edged
face. But now she merely looked dead.

Karisraised her bowed head. “What, master seer?’ she said. Her voice, her face, her eyes, dl were
terribly cam.

Medric felt blindly for the woman’s head, picked up the long braid, and wrapped it severa times around
one of Karis shands. “If this hair were arope, and Zanjawere dangling at the end of it, what would you
do?’

Karislooked blankly at her hand. And then she closed her fist over the dender braid, and pulled.

The barren land of the unending mountains sped past below. The sun popped into the sky and popped
down again. Day became night in the blink of an eye. Dizzy, sick, numb, shouting with pain, Zanja
dangled by the hair from the claws of her god. Faster and faster, the owl flew. Time passed in ablur,
thousands of nights. She cried, “ Sdlos a, when will thisjourney end?’

Sdos alooked down at her. The god' s eyeswere round circles of light. The god’ s feathers frayed out
into blinding fire. “ There is another boundary you must cross,” said the owl. And then the god let her go.

Shecried, “Not again!” Shefdl: into light, ablare of horns, a shattering ringing of bells, hoarse cheering

voices, fragments of speech, torn shreds of blue and red and then an eye-burning white. She wasfdling,
tumbling through light, through brittle air and wide spaces. She saw faces, sones, aglittering cloud, the

round, blinding face of the sun.

She stared at it until ahand covered her eyes, and abeoved, racked voice said, “Y ou'll go blind that
way.”

“No,” she breathed. “No!” she cried in despair. More words would not come.

Voices spoke, but the words shattered into fragments. There was no pattern, no meaning, no possibility
of undergtanding.

Zanjafdt adizzying, tilting sensation. Blinding light again, followed by impenetrable shadow. Hands
gripped her clothing, voicesfilled her ears. She cried, “ Gods—how could you—have | not served you?’

“Shaftal,” ablurry voice said. “ Oh, blessed day!”

Something heavy enwrapped her: a comforting warmth, and then the sensation of being held, rocked, the
voice, lessblurry now, saying roughly, “Zanja, Zanjana Tawein, ohmy agter .. "

She heard a heartbest. She felt the rise and fal of aragged breath. Who was calling that familiar name?
“Emil?" shesaid indisbelief. “Is everyone dead?’

The shadow that blocked the blinding light bowed over her. “No oneisdead,” said Emil.



“Karisisdead.”

“No.”

“I heard her voice”

“Y ou heard her living voice with your living ears”
“What,” she said in bewilderment.

“Look over there. Do you seethat wall?’

She peered in the glare of light. She saw stones letting go of each other and falling in ahappy tumble.
“Not awadl,” shesad. “Rubble.”

“Wdl, it was thewall of Weatfield garrison. And look over there.”

Sheturned her head and saw a proud, rigid woman in Paladin’ s black, taking the hand of ayounger,
tireder, prouder woman in Sainnite gray.

“Mabin?’ said Zanja
“And Clement, Generd of Sainnites.”
“Oh. Oh, Emil!”

Now the confusion of voices began to sort itsalf out: Norina, scolding as usud, Medric, making arather
plaintive speech on the difficulties of getting desperately needed assistance, and then Karis sdistinct raw
voice, saying, “ Just take one step forward so | can reach you.”

Zanjapeered into the haze of light and watched Karis pluck the spectaclesfrom Medric’ s nose, spit on
the lenses, and wipe them clean on thetall of her shirt. She examined them critically in the sunlight, then
put the spectacles back on Medric’sface. He blinked at her. Then, he looked down at Zanjaand cried
withvividjoy, “It'syou!”

Zanjafet the confusion beginning to claim her again. Shedid not fed certain Medric’ s assertion was
correct. Medric dropped to his kneesin the snow and grabbed one of her handsin his. “Emil, she's
awfully cold.”

“Karis, can you ask Clement if there' sa place indoors, by afire, where we can go?’

Karislooked down at them. She seemed terribly far away. Someone was energetically beating a cloud of
dirt and snow from her red coat. She turned away.

Medric said giddily, “Zanja, have you heard? Thisisthe thirteenth day of thefirst year of Karis G’ deon!
And we have atruce!”

Emil’ svoice rumbled in his chest, awarm vibration againgt Zanja s ear. “ So many peoplewill not forgive
usfor this peace. Peace without justice, they’ll say, isnot peace at all. And those Death-and-L.ife people,
just because Willisis dead—"

Zanjamumbled into the scratchy warmth of his shoulder, “ Enough worrying.”

Medric snorted with amusement. “Jugt try to make him stop!”



“Norinaisglaring & me” Emil said.

“No doubt she thinks Shaftal’ s councilor should do officia sorts of things, rather than Sit like aweeping
lump in the snow with hisbest friend in hisarms. Look, here comes J han. He' Il want to take agood look
at Zanja. Oh, and | hope you' re ready—though I’ m sure you' re not—for Leeba.”

L eeba careened into them. Zanjatried to put her arms around her, but it wasimpossible to hold her.
Might aswell try to embrace awindstorm. My life! she thought in astonishment. And it fdl on her, with dl
itsweight and wonder, and no matter how shetried to grasp it, it eluded her, and yet it was hers.

“Little Hurricane,” shecried, “1 missed you!”

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Herme' s company had taken it upon themsalvesto clear out the large room that was serving them as
deegping quarters. By the time Clement arrived, the room was not only clean, but furnished with chairs,
tables, even athreadbare carpet and hagtily polished lamps. Unsettled dust was ill swirling inthe
lamplight, and afire, nursed by two attentive soldiers, burned briskly on the hearth. The soldiers who had
been clustered around Clement had been dispersed by a crisp storm of commands, and now she was
aone, with—astonishingly—nothing to do.

Weak-kneed, shivering with what she hoped was merely cold, she collapsed into achair.
By afeat of soldier’s magic, Herme ingtantly appeared before her. “ Generd, what are your orders?’

Shewanted to tell him to stop calling her “generd.” But she dared not disturb theilluson—it wasan
illuson, wasn't it?—that seemed to be held together by words aone. So she said to Herme, * Captain,
please inform your company of my gratitude for their quick action.”

“Yes, Generd.”

“WEe ll bewanting alot of hot tea.”

“That'son itsway, generd.”

“Tel Commander Ellid | want to spesk with her.”
“Yes, Generd.”

“Thetisdl.”

He saluted and disappeared. Almost immediately, a soldier snapped open the door to admit Ellid, ina
wash of cold air.

“Y our soldiers are making quite ashow of themselves” Clement told her.

Managing to look gratified, Ellid reported that more than half thewall had fallen, and that it continued to
fal. Thefront gate now lay flat on itsface. Watfielders were waking acrossit to ddliver basket after
basket of hot bread, fresh butter, and sweet jam.



Unableto bring hersdlf to be concerned about the wall or the gate, Clement said weakly, “Hot bread?’
Ellid grabbed a soldier. “ Get some of that bread in herefor the general.”
“What' s delaying our guests?” Clement asked.

Ellid gave awry grin. “Better guests than conquerors, en? The G’ deon’ s people wanted her to show
hersdf to the Watfielders. Y ou can hear them cheering out there. Theloca Paladin commander just
grolled brazenly in, and the two Paladin generds are briefing him before he goes off with my peopleto
discuss details of the truce here. I’ ve told them to produce aproposal by noon and it’s coming direct to
me and you. | assume you' Il want to use it asamodd for the other garrisons. Do you want mein here,
Generd, or out there?’

“Out there. Visble. Very vishble”
“Yes, Generd. What els?’
“Has someone goneto fetch Gilly?’

“Yes, but you know it takes time to get that man out of bed. And I’ ve told the company clerk to get
some deep because he' |l be up writing orders al night. And you had better talk to the Paladin generals
about security for our messengersto the other garrisons.”

“Right,” Clement said, in adaze of exhaugtion.

Ellid looked gravely down at her. “Y ou sure managed to look like you knew what you were doing out
there”

“Y ou know bloody wdll it wasablind charge.”

“That's a secret between you and me, Generdl. The soldiersthink you' re some kind of magician who
pulled atruce out of the teeth of disaster. And that’s exactly what they need to be thinking.”

“Oh, hdll,” Clement said. “Y ou mean | have to continue this pretense?’

Ellid’ s grin was more than half agrimace. The door opened, and thistimethe cold air smdlled likea
bakery. A crowd of people, some soldiers and some not, carried in the storyteller, with thelittle girl riding
behind on her father’ s shoulders, crying imperioudy at them to be careful and vehemently waving a
painted lizard intheair.

A soldier deposited a glorious basket of marvelous bread in Clement’ slap. Ellid said, “My lost cook
gave me adistracted greeting, and promises that soup, meet, pies, and other fine foods are soon to
follow the bread. If you want to make an old woman happy, you'll think of away to make him asoldier

mn! ”

Sheleft to look after the garrison.

Clement breathed in the scent of the bread. She picked up around loaf and the warmth was amost
painful on her numbed fingers. Shetore off apiece, and the crust shattered, and the interior let out a
cloud of exquisite steam. At last, shetook abite and let out asmall moan. The cold fled from her flesh,

but the pain revived: face, shoulder, hip, muscle. She had been smashed, bruised, broken, depleted, and
worn out by these momentous days and nights, and it seemed only right that this should be the case.

She forced herself to stand up and walk over to the one person in the room whaose condition was worse



than hers. The storyteller had been deposited on the hearth with amuch-worn coat over her shoulders
and the red-cheeked little girl tucked under her arm. The child noticed Clement’ s gpproach and said with
hodtility, “1t'sanother one of those soldiers.”

The storyteller dowly looked up at Clement. Her dark skin had turned gray with cold, her lipsblue. Her
muscles were still spasming with shivers. Apparently, the cold of the unheated gaol had nearly killed her
before the execution squad even arrived. Clement squatted down beside her, knees cracking, muscles
quivering. She proffered the basket. “Warm bread?’

The orytdler said, “ Do you truly think | will break bread with you?’

Clement ingtinctively jerked back, lost her tenuous balance, and nearly dropped the basket in the effort to
catch hersalf. Even the man who was unstrapping the woman’ s boots looked shocked. “Zanja—!"

“Why areyou so mad?’ thelittle girl asked nervoudly.
Clement st the bread basket securely on thefloor. “Zanjana Tarwein?’
Asthewoman glared, the man said palitely, “Y es, General, she has been restored.”

So this was the one Clement had feared: who had survived a skull fracture, abroken back, torture, and
imprisonment; who had emerged from avalley populated by corpses determined to exterminate the
killers of her people; who had suborned both the Sainnite Medric and the Paladin Emil; who had not
merely found the Lost G’ deon but had won her love; and who had findly sundered her very soul... dl for
the sake of—revenge?

“I'll just leave the basket here,” Clement said. Fedling truly battered, she gathered hersdlf to rise, but
smply could not do it.

“Generd, you're hurt! Let me help you,” said the man.
Zanjasaid, “No, Jhan.”

“Itisnot right—"

“Brother hedler, heed me!”

Apparently perceiving something that Clement could not, the man sat back on hishedls, restraining his
reflexive kindnesswith an obvious effort. Lessthan ayear ago, a person of his generosity and knowledge
had taught the Sainnites how to save themselves from the plague. Perhapsit had in fact been thisvery
man. Unfortunately, not al Shaftai werelike him.

When Clement looked at the silent warrior, shelooked into the other face of Shaftal: unbowed,
unforgiving. Every attempt to overcome the people had not merely increased their resentment, but also
their ability to resst. Clement’ s acts, and the actions of dl the soldierslike her, had created this
unrelenting enemy and al the enemies like her. With agreet ded of effort they could bekilled, but they
could not be eliminated.

“What do you want from me?’ Clement asked in Sainnese.

Thewarrior replied in the same language. “Y ou took no risk when you put yourself at the G’ deon’s
mercy. Karisis so fearful of doing harm that she has repeatedly refused to act at dl. Y ou had good
reason to expect only generosity.”



Clement protested, “My desire for peaceissincere! Ask that Truthken—"

“If you misrepresented your intentionsin her presence you would not be aive now. But sincerity isnot
enough.” Zanjana Tarwein was speaking with an effort, yet her words were like the storyteller’s: precise
and devadtating.

Clement urgently wished that she could get away from her. But she could not. “What would be enough?’
sheasked. “If | offered you as many soldiersto kill aswekilled in your village—"

“It would not be enough.”
“If I had the power to undo the past—"
“Y ou could not help but undo the marvel ous aong with the despicable.”

The weight of those words, the horror of them, felt unendurable. Clement’ s eyes were burning—a
general does not weep! Y et she spoke, inadequately, words that broke even as she uttered them. “What
my people did to yours was despicable. | am sorry—desperately sorry.”

There was aslence. Thewarrior took a breath and looked away, as though she aso werefighting tears.
Suddenly, she did not seemterrible at al. She sad, “ The valey of my peopleis populated by nothing but
bones. The memories of their deaths will haunt me until the day of my own death. But your sorrow—Iike
my sorrow—is not enough.”

“Then nothing can be enough.”

The katrim looked at her. “If that istrue, then lagting peace isimpossible. Nothing has been gained
tajw.”

Dread replaced the last remains of Clement’ srelief as she redlized how truly Zanjana Tarwein had
spoken. So many people had been wronged, over so many yearsl Somehow, reparations must be made,
or the peace of words would never become a peace of fact. Y et Clement had nothing to offer Shaftal.
Nothing.

Surdly seven thousand Sainnite soldiers was not nothing!

As sometimes happensin extreme exhaustion, Clement felt ahalucinatory clarity. She understood exactly
what must be done.

Shesad, “If my people become Shaftdi, would that be enough?’

Thelast survivor of the Ashawada i peopleturned her harshly beautiful, sarkly dien faceto her. “Y ou will
offer them to Shaftal?”

Every supidity of the last thirty-five years had come from the Sainnites' unwillingness and inability to
change. Certainly they had not been welcomed, permitted, or encouraged to belong in Shaftal. But
neither had they tried to be anything other than conquerors. To attempt it now might be so difficult it
verged on the impossible, and might take the rest of Clement’ slifeto achieve. But wasn't her only other
option to take Cadmar’ s well-trodden road, a coward’ sway of salf-induced oblivion and obstinacy, to
delude her people with visions of heroism as she marched them to destruction?

Clement said, half to hersdf, “1 must do better than merely preserve the past. For | have ason.” She
looked up a Zanja. “So eveniif | fail a everything ese, | will offer myself to Shaftal. And though | fear |
won't livelong enough to see this promisefulfilled, I'll do dl | can to transform my seven thousand



Dldiersaswdl.”

And then Clement felt sick with disorientation—giddy, grief-struck, light-headed—and the man had legpt
up to steady her, to help her get securdly seated on the floor, to bow her head between her knees until
the nausesting dizziness had lifted. When her ears had stopped roaring and the cloud of her vision had
cleared, Clement cautioudy lifted her head.

“| am satisfied,” said Zanja. Her spasms of shivering had eased. Thelittle girl was saying to her irritably,
“You talk funny! Why are you doing that?" The man spoke soothingly to the child as he returned to his
examination of Zanja sfeet. “You Ashawaad i are asturdy folk,” he commented.

Zanjareached for one of the loaves of bread and toreit in half. She said to the child in Shaftaese, “| have
been speaking with Generd Clement in the soldiers’ language, Little Hurricane. Look— hereissomejam
in this basket. Do you want some on your bread?’

With the restless child successfully distracted by bread and jam, Zanja gave Clement a serious|ook. “I
will eat with you now,” she said, and handed Clement the remains of the loaf. With the crisp crunching
softly in her teeth she added, “1 am a crosser of boundaries ...”

It sounded s0 like the Storyteller’ s opening ritua words, | am a collector of tales, that Clement rubbed
her facein bafflement.

“To crossismy caling—my curse—’

“Your gift!” protested the hedler.

Zanjasmiled wryly. “That also. And my joy.”

“I thought your curse wastelling stories” said Clement.

“The storyteller isgone,” said the heder. “ Zanja doesn’'t even remember her.”

“Medric saysthe storyteller was killed—that she had asked to be killed. She must have known that she
had completed her task.” Zanja brushed breadcrumbs from her fine wool clothing. Clement watched her
knife-scarred hand in dazed fascination. Did thiswoman not remember doing up those silver buttons?
Did she not know how she came to bein Watfield garrison? Did she remember none of the stories she
had been told? She seemed remarkably composed for a person who had awakened to find the walls
falling down around her.

A crosser of boundaries, Clement thought, might be accustomed to such abrupt and inexplicable
trangtions—accustomed enough that she could mask her disorientation as effectively as Clement could
mask her fear.

Zanjaglanced at Clement, still smiling wryly. “Evento my kinfolk | aways seemed peculiar,” shesaid.
“But | might be auseful friend to you, Generd.”

“Gods of my mother!”

Thelittle girl, jam-smeared, |ooked worriedly at Clement.

“Zanjasurprised me,” Clement explained to her. “Y our mother isavery surprising person.”
Thegirl sad, “But she just wantsto be your friend. Why, Zanja?’

Zanjastroked a hand affectionately down the child' stangled hair. “ She needs afriend to teach her how



to be Shaftali.”

“Shewon’t be asoldier any more?’
“Maybe she'll be adifferent kind of soldier.”
“| do need your help,” Clement began.

Zanjainterrupted her. “In Shaftal, no on€' s judgment overrules the judgment of a Truthken—except the
G'deon’s, of course—for a Truthken representsthe law. Therefore, Genera—"

“Won't you be one of the people who calls me Clement?’
“Yes, Clement. | advise you to do whatever Norinatellsyou to do.”

Clement turned her head and found the Truthken standing beside her. The woman gave Zanjaakeen
look, then, in aswift glance at the healer, seemed to ask and receive an answer to a question. She turned
to Clement and said, “ General, Karis has asked to speak to you.”

“Of course” said Clement.

She was able to stand and began to follow the Truthken, but then turned back to clasp Zanja shand in
farewdl.

“Y ou are becoming a Shaftali dready,” said Zanjana Tarwein. In the black center of her dark eyesthere
wasaflame.

While Clement had been preoccupied, the room had become crowded: soldiers and Paladinsin what
appeared to be equa numbers were standing againgt the walls. The Paadins, al of whom seemed to
possess extraordinarily graceful manners, were attempting to engage the uncomprehending soldiersin
conversation. In the center of the room, the G’ deon’ s people formed a congtantly loosening and
tightening knot around Karis, who was knedling at Gilly’ sfeet with his hands clasped in hers. No one
appeared to find her behavior unusud.

Herme hurried over when she beckoned him. “Tell your people to ask the Paladinsto teach them
Sheftdese,” she said.

Herme managed to maintain his bland countenance. “Y es, Generd.”

The Truthken murmured, “Watch Karis, Generd. See how herefuses, sheindsts—there, it' sover
dready.”

Karis had risen. Her big hands stroked down the twisted, hunched line of Gilly’s back. Then, she stood
talking to him casudly, with ahand on his shoulder. Clement’scynica old friend stared up at Kariswith
an expression of bedazzled adoration.

Clement said, “Very ingructive. But | think I’ ve dready studied that |esson.”

The Truthken said, “ Save yourself sometrouble, then. Ask her what Shaftal needs of you, and promise
to do whatever she says. Cdll her by name, ook her in the eye—though it makes your neck hurt—and
don’'t mincewords.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Clement wiped her sweaty palms on her trousers, and stepped forward to clasp the G’ deon’ s hand.



“Karis, what have you done to my friend?’
Shereplied blandly, “Nothing, redly. | just made his back stop hurting.”

Well, for her perhaps it was nothing, thought Clement. By the gods, the woman was big, and wildly
disordered, as though she had come in from a storm wind and had not yet caught her breath. But her
devastatingly gentle handclasp was still warm. *1 thought we should discuss Sheftd,” she said, asthough
the problems they faced could be dispensed with in asingle conversation.

“Karis, | want my people to become Shaftai. Do you think that would be possble?’

Karisgave her avery surprised ook, then cast an amazed glance at the Truthken, who said dryly, “Zanja
isaready doing what she does best.”

“Oh,” said Karis. Her face crinkled up as though she were suppressing a sneeze—no, alaugh—and she
sad with exaggerated disgust, “Firelogic!”

“Oh ho!” cried the peculiar little man in spectacles. He peered at Clement with intense curiosity, as
though he could scarcdly wait to see what she did next. Councilor Mabin, who remained excessively
upright under these very strange circumstances, gave the little man alook of withering disapprova—a
wasted effort.

Clement bent to mutter in Gilly’ sear, “Y ou’ ve never looked at me theway you werelooking at Karis.”

“Of course not, Clem. Y ou never deserved it.” He added, straight-faced, “ Has anything important
happened?’

Gabian announced his presence with aloud yep. Clement lifted him out of his basket, and he flgpped his
amsenthusiagticdly. “Don’'t make me giddy,” she admonished him. “Gilly’ sobvioudy lost hismind, and
one of us must keep aclear head.”

Karished out her big hands, and Clement put her son into them. Competently cradled, Gabian blinked at
Kariswith dim-witted devotion.

Then Emil pushed hisway in, assured Clement that they dl certainly hoped the Sainnites could become
Shaftdi, and introduced Medric, who said cheerfully, “I imagine you hoped you’ d never hear of me
again. What did you make of that cow farmer, eh?’

“Watch out,” Karisinterjected. “Y ou are completely surrounded by dangerous busybodies.”

Clement suddenly had to Sit down again: she was S0 dizzy with trying not to laugh, and her face hurt
abominably. Karis sat next to her with Gabian in the crook of her arm. So gently that Clement could
hardly fed it, Karis nudged Clement’ s broken noseinto better dignment. The pain went completely

avay.

So the seven of them sat knee-to-knee, passing Gabian from lap to lap, arguing vehemently about what
to do next. Medric said that transforming Sainnitesinto Shaftali was possible but not easy, for they would
have to neither hurt the soldiers pride or arouse the Shaftali anger. The Truthken reminded them that it
was human nature to escalate conflicts and hold grudges. Emil thought they might counter old bitterness
with intelligence, inaght, hope, good will, generosity, sdf-interest, education, and wisdom.

“And coercion,” Clement said.

“Persuasion,” said Karis.



“Oh, persuasion,” said Medric. “Likeiron before your hammer? That kind of persuasion?’
“I doubt it will bethat easy,” said Karis.

Clement said, “If my people aren't attacked or forced to go hungry, they’ll follow my orders—for atime.
But eventually I’ ve got to win their consent, not just their obedience. | think it’ s the same problem you' ve
got, Karis, only worse. | haveto give them areason to surrender the only thing they’re proud of, in
exchange for something they’ ve dways scorned. Right now, I’ ve got no ideahow to do that.”

Medric peered a her and said, quite unnervingly, “The same way it happened to you, Generd.”

So Clement found herself thinking what had happened, redlly: the plague, Alrin, thefire, Kelin'sdesth,
the kidnapped children, the storyteller, Davi’ s rescue, Seth’s embrace, Gabian’ s birth, Medric’ s book,
Willis s death, Cadmar’ sfist, and the madness of the last two days. Each situation had been accidenta or
unpredictable, yet together they had changed her, so that when Zanjaiinsisted that she confront the lat,
radicd truth, she had been prepared to do so. Clement shut her eyes, pressing her fingers against her
eyelids, trying to remember the storyteller’ s glyph card pattern. In the middle, there had been awadll. A
pile-up of images leaned againgt it, one after ancther.

“Thewal fdl down,” Clement said.
“Ho!” cried Medric triumphantly. “ Exactly!”

Emil put arestraining hand on the giddy man’ sknee. “By theland, Generd, you do astonish me. Y ou
would not believe how many nights we spent studying those cards.”

“Which cards?’ asked Zanja. Supported by the hedler a one side and the child at the other, she was
standing shakily at the edge of their close-crowded circle. Asthey hagtily put Zanjain the chair the
Truthken vacated for her, Gilly produced the storyteller’ s card pack out of a pocket. She accepted the
cards asif they were old friends she had feared lost, but gave him a puzzled look.

“Gilly was your—the storyteller’ s—friend,” said Clement.
“I am sorry | do not remember you, sir. But thank you.”

She handed the cards to Medric, who, declaring vehemently that he never wanted to see aglyph card
again, hagtily passed them to Emil. “These cards get resurrected as often asyou do,” Emil commented as
he knelt on the floor and began laying down the cards.

Zanjawatched intently as Emil reproduced the pattern the storyteller had made for Clement in the gaol.
When hefinished, Zanjalet out her breath in ahuff. “It'sasbad asKoles.”

The seer collapsed in aparoxysm of laughter. Grinning, Emil collected and handed Zanja the pack of
cards. Mabin, apparently as baffled by their amusement as Clement was, commenced a speech about the
historical importance of this occasion. But she was summarily interrupted by the runaway cook, who led
in aparade of self-conscioustownsfolk carrying steaming hot, luscious-smelling dishes. Under the
influence of this extraordinary medl, seriousness became impossible. Even the soldiers, who had been
dutifully but grimly attempting to say afew wordsin Shaftalese, began to laugh alittle asthey ate standing
up with their erstwhile enemies.

Gilly lay hisgnarled hand over Clement's. “With mealslikethis, the peace will last forever,” he said.
“What fool would fight when he could be egting, eh?’

Clement gazed fondly at her old friend, who had the deeping baby tucked into the crook of hisarm. “A



lot of work lies ahead of us, though.”
“Work worth doing,” he replied.
“Atlagt”

Clement looked acrossthetable at Karis, who was poking distractedly at her beef in onion sauce over
shredded potatoes. Zanja, who had eaten only some more bread and the richly flavored soup, now
rested her head against Emil’ s shoulder. The two of them could have been lovers, so ddighted were they
by each other’s company. But Zanjaand Karis had not spoken to each other yet, had not even met each
other’ sgaze.

This had been aremarkable morning. But much yet remained to be resolved.

Only rubble remained of the wdll that had divided Sainnite from Sheftai. On one sde of thefdlenwal,
new timber frames had been established in the snow-covered ashes of burned buildings. On the other
Sde, the stone and date buildings of the Shaftali town seemed almost bereft without the garrison wall to
crowd up againgt. The soneswere il rolling; the rubble piles continued to spread and flatten until no
stone lay atop any other. Soldiers and townsfolk stood watching the restless rocks—fearful, curious, or
amazed.

Thisis Watfield, Zanjareminded hersdlf: a prosperous midiand city, fortunately Situated on the River
Corber, which was an important route for bringing goods into and out of Hanishport, Sx days journey to
the east. Despite these facts, Zanja fdt utterly didocated and kept seeking the sun to remind hersdlf that
she was walking north, with the sun sinking westward and the Corber behind her to the south.

Shewore ajacket of finely woven wool with slver buttons; she waswrapped in athick cloak with a
slver clasp a the shoulder. Her head felt light; her hair was gone. The people around her—her
family—they aso were changed. Leeba had learned some caution. Emil had become a Pdadin generd.
Karis—

Karisand Clement had stepped onto the fallen gate piled with empty food baskets. Clement, m her
begrimed leather coat and squashed hat, might have just come home from abruising campaign. The baby
Gabian was buttoned into her coat, with the top of his blue cap just under her chin and her gloved hand
supporting the back of his head. Karistowered over her: her hair in atangle, her red coat powdered with
pulverized mortar. Leebarode on her hip, asking question after question with no pause for the answers.
Karislooked as ordinary as she could ever manage to look: alaborer in the midst of an exhausting
building project. But her stance had aweighty dignity that spoke of the power of ten generations—the
power of Shafta’ s seeds, stones, wombs, hands. And the power of finally knowing what to do with that

power.

Karis crouched over to kiss Clement like asister. The hoarsaly cheering people who crowded the street
seemed to swalow their shouts for amoment, and the soldier’ s cheers dso faltered. For along moment
Karis gazed gravely at the silent, frowning group that stood just beyond the gate, draped with white
banners on which were painted names—the names of the dead?

Zanja s heart clenched with the old guilt and sorrow. Surdly, the ghosts of the Ashawaa i people would
condemn her for making peace with their killers, just like these name-draped witnesses condemned Karis
for it. And surely, by refusing to satisfy them, Zanja— and Karis—were condemning themsdvesto the
unending haunting of other people s unsatisfied angers.



What have | done to us? Oh, what have | done? Zanjadug ahand into her pocket and felt there the
familiar, worn, warped pack of glyph cards. But even these could not comfort her. The storyteller’ sglyph
pattern had seemed not merely ambiguous, but unreadable. Had life become so momentous that al her
answerswould now be nothing but atangled muddle of contradictory possibilities? She dmost missed the
clean clarity of those empty months—years, redly—of walking the mountainous wasteland between life
and degth.

Then, shefdt the strong grip of J han’s supporting hand on her elbow. “Y ou're awfully tired,” he
reminded her in hisold, timely, pragmatic way.

They walked through Watfield down a street so crowded with people they sometimes could scarcely get
through. At Zanja s|eft, Medric maintained a continuous commentary. “ Here come the town
elders—they’ relooking rather self-important, aren’t they? Are they telling Emil that they’ ve found us
another placeto stay? That' stoo bad. | rather liked that drafty, humble old housein the dley. Does
Karisthink she hasto talk to every single person in Shaftal, starting with the people of Waitfield, right at
this moment? Well, perhaps she does! But surely she' |l wear out her voice again? There, Norina has put
agtop to that nonsense. We don't all have Karis's supernatura energy! Emil islooking pretty worn,
don’'t you think? Still, we' |l be up talking haf the night, just like the Sainniteswill. Greetings, Garland,
you' ve been busy! Isit possible that you and | are now Shaftai?’

Thislast was addressed to the cook, who was toting a basket of wax-covered cheese, dusty bottles of
spirits or wine, and highly polished apples. Medric had predicted he' d find hisway to them, and here he
was, no longer lost. The cook said, “Wdll, weren't we Shaftdi aready? Oh, there' sthe man with the
bacon.” Hetrotted off to add another package to his basket, to acquire a second basket crammed with
bread, and to converse joyfully with awoman riding atop awagon load of barrels. Everyone he talked to
was left smiling in hiswake, as though happiness were a contagion. His pockets were crammed with
packages, and people pressed more items on him until his baskets overflowed.

Zanjastared about hersdlf at the high date rooftops, the extravagant lightning rods, the crowded shops of
the prosperous city. And then they came to a square, with awide park whose bare trees were
exuberantly decorated with bright ribbons and paper flowers. At one end stood an ugly, looming,
massive stone building. The Paladins had to press people back to create a passage. Karis followed her
escort, and at least the wildly clamoring people had the sense not to maob her. So they reached their
destination and climbed an impressive flight of stairsto the front door, where Karisturned and patiently
let the people of Watfield look at her: abig, determined woman who knew exactly what to do. Findly,
she stepped through the door, and her people followed her into an echoing, extravagant ha lway.

Even Medric was astonished into slence.
Zanjasad, “Peoplelivelike this? Why, do you suppose?’
No one seemed capable of responding. “ Here' sthe cloakroom,” said a Paladin.

After Zanjahad taken off her boots, she sat on the bench in that vast, warm, convenient cloakroom. Asit
filled with boots and coats, it emptied out of people, and soon she sat donethere, breathing in therising
odor of |leather oil and wet wool. The puddles of dush melted into the mats. She redlized abruptly that
shewas waiting for the short night to end, and the swift sun to rise. She rubbed her face, and pressed her
fingersto her aching eyes.

The door opened, and Emil looked in at her. “ There are more comfortable placesto be alone, if that's
what you want.”

“Emil, I'mafraid.”



“I"d bedfraid too, if | could find thetimefor it.”
“Thishouse—!”

He groaned. “Not you too! Everyonetells me that they can’t endure asingle night here! And Karis has
declared this place to be atravesty. No more complaining, pleasel” He entered the cloakroom and took
Zanjaby the hands. “If you love me—"

“If?7

“Becauseyou loveme,” he corrected himself, with asmile that could not quite erase the linesand
shadows of wearinessfrom hisface, “1 beg you to let me spend just one night of my life on afeather
bed!”

“Feather bed?’ she sad, incredulous.
“Oh, my dear, you can’t imagine how soft—"

She began to laugh, and was till laughing as he pulled her to her feet and tugged her back into that
overpowering halway. He gave her aragged handkerchief to mop up her tears. Her digphragm hurt, but
shefdt relieved, asthough she had in fact been weeping.

“Can | make abargain with you?’ he asked. “That you'll never ask meto kill you again?’
“In exchange for what?’ she gasped, il out of breeth.

“Well, what do you want?’

Eventualy, sobered, she said, “I don’t know how to answer you.”

Emil’ s hand rested on the smdll of her back; she put her arm around him and they walked slently,
gpparently aimlesdy, past clutters of dusty, grotesque furniture. The monstrous house seemed to have
swallowed everyone into its echoing maze of rooms and hallways.

Emil findly said, “Y ou are ahero of Shaftd, you know. Y ou deserve to have whatever you want.”

He turned down another hallway—their path was so complicated Zanja doubted she could find her way
back to the front door— entered a self-important anteroom, and went through that, into a bedroom full
of gleaming furniture, thick carpet, and rich draperies. Thisroom, at least, seemed recently cleaned.

Karis sat near the hearth on a cushioned stool, taking tools out of her tool box, unwrapping them,
examining them, testing their sharp edges, rubbing them with an oily rag to protect them againgt rust. She
said grumpily, as Emil camein, “But I’'m not going to deep in that awful bed.”

“Y ou can stand out in the snow dl night—I don’t care,” hereplied.

Zanjafound hersdf paralyzed in the doorway, unable to cross the threshold. Emil said to Karis, “What
areyou doing, anyway?’

Karis gently extricated asmall plane from the box. Zanja could remember when Karis had shaped that
plane’ sbody and forged its blade, but she could not remember what this particular plane was designed
for. When Karisinvented atool, she a so invented the need for it, and Emil went about the country
showing the new tool to carpenters, who became better at their work by buying it.

The hand that does the work creates the tool; the tool creates the work done by the hand. By earth logic,



action and understanding are inseparable.
Zanjasad, “ Thetoolsremind Kariswho sheis.”

Karislooked at her. “Do your toolsremind you of who you are?’ Her eyes had a deep, rather
dangerous brightness to them. She reached again into her toolbox, and athough the tool she had
removed was swathed in legther, Zanjarecognized it. Karis held up the little knife that had been her first
giftto Zanja

Zanjahad come into the room somehow, had dropped to her knees on the [ush carpet.

Karissad, “Clement confiscated this blade from you—from the Soryteller. But then shegaveittoa
raven, to bring to me. That one gesture made everything possible.” She pressed the leather-wrapped
bladeinto Zanja s hand.

In amoment, Zanjasaid, “When they took the blade from me— from the storytdler—she felt aterrible
loss. She knew that she had dways carried the blade with her, though she couldn’t remember where it
had come from or what it represented to her. But she treasured it anyway. It alowed her to keep
believing that she had a past, that she was someone, and not merely a container of stories. But after they
had taken the blade and the cards, she had nothing of her own.”

She looked up at Emil, who had given Zanjathe cards, who now wearily leaned against a chair back but
seemed unwilling to sit down. “ She loved the glyph cards too,” she said, “for the same reason.” She
added, “The soryteller’ smemories are very strange.”

He signaled with hiseyes, telling her to look again at Karis. She had taken Zanja s dagger out of her
toolbox and was holding it out to her.

“I'left it lying on our bed,” Zanjasaid.

“Did you? When Norinabrought it to me, she didn’t say where you had left it.” Karis paused, and added
gpologeticaly, “I'm as stupid as ever about symbolism.”

“I don’'t remember fedling angry, but to leave the knife in the bed we had shared for five years, that was
an angry gesture. | can't believe| did such athing.”

“I do remember being angry with you,” Karis said. “With you— and with our family—and with Harald.
Butit' sgone now.”

Therewasalong slence, during which the faint sound of Emil shifting hisweight seemed awfully loud.
Zanjasad, “ The gorytdler thought she had murdered her wife.”

“Will you teke the blade,” Karis said impatiently. “Or not?’

“Of course | will!” Zanjatook the dagger out of her hand.

Emil straightened up rather tiffly. “I’m going to bed. My only wish isthat no one bother me before
breskfast. Everyone dsewill eventualy end up in the kitchen this evening, | expect, Stting on the floor
and drinking beer like the rusticswe are, and eating with our fingers whatever amazing thing Garland
cooks up next. Oh, Karis, | suppose | should warn you that Garland hasfallen in love with the kitchen.”

“What? No! Emil!”

But he was gone, the relieved liveliness of hisvoice dready swallowed by the house' s maw.



“Now it'sinevitablethat we Il liveinthisugly travesty,” said Karisgloomily. “Thisbuilding isan
affront—awaste of good land and good stone. How shal | endure caling it my home?”’

Zanjaput her head on Karis sknee. In amoment, Karis s hand stroked her head, and Zanja s skin came
dive, likedry tinder catching fire. Karis gave agentle tug to her solitary braid. Zanjamurmured, “Y ou
practicaly pulled it out by the roots aready.”

“Ungrateful—"

“I amnot at dl ungrateful. Do you know, someone has mentioned to methat it’ sthe thirteenth day of the
first year of Karis G’ deon? How did that become possible?”’

After adlence, Karissaid, “ Thirteen days? Surdly it’ s been thirteen years.”

Zanjaraised her head, for Karis s voice had been harsh in its center and ragged at its edges. “What's s0
awful about that bed? Why can’t you bear to liedown init?’

“Those bedposts are overbearing. The carving is grotesque. The whole thing is an ostentatious
mongrogty.”

Zanjalooked at the bed. It truly was an awful thing; she hersdf couldn’t imaginelyinginit. “Soteakea
chisd toit,” shesad.

Karisblinked at her. “By Shaftd, I've missed you.” Eyes glittering, shereached for achisd inits
protective wrappings and awooden mallet that lay nearby. Then she chose a crosscut saw, its handle
darkened by oil and age. “ Thiswon't takelong,” she said.

Not much later, they made love on the feather bed, amid wood chips and sawdust, as the ornate
bedposts burned briskly in the fireplace.

A new agein Shaftal had begun.
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