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Jvharl stood at the front window of his shop, looking westward for a
moment at the wedge of twilight sky visible between the date roofs of
the buildings on the far sde of the narrow Crafters Lane. A singlelamp
was visible through the middle window of Gharan's quarters, above the
weaver's shop. Next door, a Hamyl's, both the lower floor and the
rooms above were dark. That wasn't surprising, Kharl told himself,
since Hamyl's consort had taken the children to her parents holding to
help with the early-midsummer gathering. That had |eft the potter free
to indulge himsdlf at the Tankard, and the lane peaceful, snce Kharl's
neighbor, the scrivener Tyrbel, was awidower and kept a quiet
establishment.

Lowering his eyes, the cooper glanced at the five barrelsin hisdisplay,
al tight cooperage from the best white oak, ranging from the hogshead
to the standard barrel and down to the quarter barrel and the
fine-finished fifth barrd with the brass spigot, used by anyone who
wanted to store and dispense expensgive liquids, mostly spirits. Then he
barred the front door and closed the shutters behind the lead-glassed
panesthat hisgrandsire had instaled before Kharl had been born. At
that time, glass windows had been considered particularly foolish for a
cooper, unlike agoldsmith or an artisan-or even aweaver or a potter-
who had to display work to attract buyers. Times had changed, and
most shops along the lane had cometo display their wares behind
windows.

“A barrd'sabarrel. So's a hogshead. People buy barrels because they
need barrels.” Kharl smiled as he recaled the acerbic words of his
grandmother, who had never let his grandsire forget what she regarded
asthefoolishness of the glass.

Foolishness? Kharl didn't think so. He still got orders from passersby
who otherwise hadn't thought about barrels. Not many, never more
than one an eightday, and sometimes only afew a season. Over time,
though, the windows had paid for themselves.



He picked up the lamp and walked toward the rear of the shop, past
the high racksthat held the billets he would form into staves. Most of
the billets were oak, white for the tight cooperage and red for dack.
There were aso some hillets of tight-grained black oak, and afew of
chestnut. He passed the workbench and the tool rack, with every tool
inplace. On

theleft Sde of the rear wall wasthe smdl forge where he sized and
shaped the hoops for tight cooperage. Beside the forge on the brick
flooring was the fire pot and, besideit, the eaming ring. The faintest
smell of ashesand charcoa drifted toward Kharl from the banked
codsof theforge.

Just short of the rear wall, and the door to the loading dock, the cooper
stopped and looked at the fifteen white oak barrels waiting there. Each
wasidentical to the next, with the iron bands, set just s, and the
smooth finish, with amedium toasting on theingde. Korlan was
supposed to pick them up in the morning-pick them up and pay the
balance due. Thevintner had taken thefirst fifteen barrels an eightday
earlier. Kharl only hoped that the vintner did not come up with some
excuse, as he had the summer before, waiting amost two eightdays
before showing up, but, then, that was the problem in dedling with
someone who lived more than ten kays to the south of Brysta.

Kharl haf smiled, then nodded, and turned, the carry-lamp in hand, to
head up the stairs.

“... dlversand coppers are not for me, but a pretty girl whose charms
aefree...”

Hefrowned. Had he heard singing in the aley? The Tankard was four
doorstoward the harbor, but seldom did roisterers come wandering
down the dley, even early in the evening. Kharl cocked his heed.

“... for when theré's no lampsto see, any woman'sasfair asfair can
be...”



“No... let go of me!”

Thewoman'svoice-no, it was agirl's voice-was familiar, but Kharl
could not placeit. He moved to the far Side of the loading dock and
swept up the cudgel in hisleft hand, then, leaving the lamp behind,
eased the door open.

“Let mego!”

“... mean you no harm, littlewoman.” A raucous laugh followed. “Well
even pay you for what you give othersfor free...”

“Let go! Let... mmmpphhh...” The girl'swords were choked off.

Kharl closed the door behind him so that he would not be silhouetted
by the light from the lamp. He glanced toward the Tankard, but saw no

one. He looked back to the north. There, lessthan arod away,
perhaps less than ten cubits, in the fading light and the dimness of the
dley, werethreefiguresthat Kharl could barely make out. Two men
held thegirl, athin figure with dark ringlets over agreen summer
blouse. The hair and the blouse belonged to Sanyle, the youngest of
Tyrbd's daughters.

One of the men had Sanyle'sarms crudly twisted behind her, and the
other had hishand on her shoulder, pulling the summer blouse down.
Both men were laughing.

Kharl took three quick steps, then two more, bringing the cudgd up.

The nearer man, the one who had started to rip away Sanyl€e's blouse,
turned. A blade hissed from the scabbard at his belt.

Kharl took another step and struck the blade and the man's hand with
the cudgd before the man had finished turning toward the cooper. The
shortsword dropped on the cobblestones of the alley with amuffled
clank.



“Ah... swine-dime... misbegotten...” Theyouth jumped back,
cradling hishand. The dark blue velvet of histunic wasamogt logt in
the dimness.

The second man let go of Sanyle, and his right hand darted toward
the hilt of hisblade.

“Don't...” growled the cooper. * 'Less you want abroken arm. Just let
her go, and back away and head back where you came from. Have fun
with your own or those you pay.”

As soon as the man had released her, Sanyle dipped away into the
shadows. There was aglint on the heavy brass key she held, and then
the rear door of the structure beside the cooperage opened, and
quickly shut.

“You can't do this” Thetaler young man, who was gill haf ahead
shorter than the cooper, kept his hand on the hilt of his blade, but did
not draw it. “ Y ou don't know who you'retalking to...”

“Doesn't matter,” growled the cooper. “Don't force girls barely old
enough to know the difference 'tween boys and men.”

“They'redl thesame”

Kharl raised the cudge dightly. “Back off, little man, 'lessyou never
want to usethat arm again.”

The shorter youth scooped up the falen blade with hisleft hand and
backed away. After amoment, thetaler one followed.

Kharl stood watching until the two were out of Sight, and until the dley
was quiet once more. Then he turned and reentered the cooperage,
wondering from what merchants houses had come the overdressed and

spoiled youths. With asnort, he set down the heavy cudgel and barred
the door.



After reclaiming the lamp, he started up the stepsto the quarters above
the cooperage. His boots thumped heavily on the wood, and the fourth
step creaked, asit had for years.

Charee stood just inside the door at the top of the stairs.
Shoulder-length black hair was bound back from her face, making it
seem even narrower than it was. Her green eyes were cool. “Y our
supper's cold. Thought you were coming up sooner.”

“I was. Heard something out back. Wanted to make sure that it wasn't
someonetrying to break in. Just apair of youngsters thought they were
men, drinking too much for ones so young.” Kharl had no intention of
saying more about the would-be bravos. For al her virtues, Charee
lacked one-that of circumspection. The young men could scarcely have
picked out one crafter in gray from another, not unless Chareetold the
entirelane. Because shewd |l might have, while suggesting that Kharl
was being foolish, Kharl saw little point in calling attention to the
incident. Sanyle would doubtlesstell her widower father, but the
scrivener was more than taciturn, as were his children.

“Won't you ever leave well enough alone, Kharl ? Leave the roisterers

aone. Or if you mugt, cal them to the attention of Lord West's Watch.
That'swhat he draws histariffsfor. Y ou've got a consort and sons that
needyou...”

.“My hard-won coins, leastwise.” Kharl shut the door to the stairs and
the shop below and walked toward the washroom on theright side of
thelanding.

“Let'snot be garting that again.”

Kharl forced asmile. “I won't, dearest. | need to wash up.” The pitcher
on the wash table was full, and the basin empty and clean, with aworn
but clean gray towe and anarrow bar of fat sogp laid out on the left
sde. He closed the washroom door and began to wash, enjoying the
faint rose scent that came from the petalsin the soap. It took timeto
get the sawdust off hisface and hands and arms, and out of hisdark



beard, short-cropped asit was.

When Kharl stepped into the main room, it was still warm from the
day, but the harbor breeze blowing through the open windows offered
awelcoming coolness, evenif it did bear the scents of sdlt and fish and
caused the two wall lampsto flicker.

The cooper walked toward the round table where Artha and Warrl
waited, their eyesfollowing him, but not exactly looking at him.

“Did you finish your lessons?’ Kharl's eyesfixed on Wartl, hisyounger
son, by three years.

“Yes, ser. | did.” After amoment, the younger boy asked, “How much
longer will | haveto go to Master Fonwyl?’

“Until he saysyou can read and write well enough to passthe
craft-master'stests.” Kharl seated himsdlf.

“| don't seewhy,” interrupted Arthal. “It's not as though well ever have
the golds to post the bond for mastercrafter.”

“Maybe s0, and maybe not,” replied Kharl. “But if you get the chance,
| don't want you looking back and complaining that | didn't prepare
you. Reading and writing aren't something you can pick up easy-like
when

you're older.”

“But what useisit if you're not amastercrafter or amerchant or alord?
Y ou scarce have a chance to read a broadsheet-"

“But | can, and once or twiceit's saved me good coins. Enough.” Kharl
managed not to snap. “ L et's enjoy supper.”

Asif she had been waiting for them to stop, Charee lifted the heavy
cast-iron stewpot off the stove and carried it to the table. There, she set
it on the well-browned trivet in the center of the oval oak table that had



been one of thefirst pieces of actua furniture that Kharl had made after
he had taken over the cooperage.

His consort set the large basket of afternoon-baked bread on the table
and seated hersdf at the opposite end of the oval table from Kharl.
Kharl began to ladle the stew into the chipped brown crockery bowls
that had come from Charee's mother.

“Smdlsgood,” offered Kharl.
“It does,” added Warrl.
“More summer squash and potatoes than mest,” murmured Arthal.

“It'stasty, and it's hot, and you didn't have to spend the day cooking
it,” Kharl pointed out. “If you'd rather not eat, you can leave thetable

right now.”
“No, Da... I'm sorry, Ma” Arthal's voice was barely apologetic.

Kharl didn't fed like calling his older son on his borderline rudeness,
not after along day finishing the last of the barrelsfor Korlan, especidly
when he knew that Artha would just make some other comment.

“What was going on outsde, Da?’ asked Warrl.

"Tust some young fellowswho'd had too much at the Tankard. Had
N dethan sense, and didn't know it.*

“Will the Watch catch them?”

"They settled down,” Kharl said, after taking amouthful of the stew,
dill ,,arm and peppery, despite Charee's comments about it getting
cold. "Good stew.” He broke oft achunk of the crusty bread, then
dipped it into the stew before chewing off the dipped end. ” Good
bread.”



“They'd better settle down,” offered Artha. “Lord West likes Brysta
pesceful.”

“Thejugticersworry inore about thieves and killers,” Kharl said, taking
aswdlow of thewarm de, redlly only about haf amug for each of
them, but that had been #H that was|€ft in the quarter barrel inthe
cdlar, and he couldn't afford any more-not until Korlan paid him for the
wine barrels.

“Cossd sad they hung three brigandsin the Justicers Hall on
two-day,” added Warrl. “He wasthere.”

“They hung three men. That'strue. They might even have been guilty.”
Kharl had his doubts that everyone hanged was as guilty as charged.

“Doesit matter, if one brigand is strung up for something he didn't do?’
asked Charee. “ Anyone they catch has done more than enough
anyway. Weren't for Lord West, wed have thieves overrunning Brysta,
likein hissrestime”

“That was adifferent time,” Kharl said. “Fairven had fallen. Themore
powerful steam engines had exploded. Many trading ventures had
faled. People were starving, and white wizards were everywhere.”

“Better the whites than those blackstaffers from Reduce,” Charee
sniffed. “Them and their fine clothes, and their nosesintheair. Think
they know everything. Father Jorum saysthat weredl equd inthe eyes
of the Sovereign-”

Kharl wasn't about to get into debating the opinions of the priest of the
one-god believers. “| can't see asthey harm anyone, but it's better that
they stay i* * Reduce." He took another chunk of bread and wiped out
hisempty b<| with it. " Good dinner, dearest.”

“Howwoul? . K, ? ™, 1oes wen « tOUCH '€M, NOt unless they're caught =
°*ng so\j\g right awful. Merayni, she listened to one of 'em, last
MESEM Y. " el " wee tEliNg terrible tales. Terribletales”



“What kind of tales?’ asked Kharl, in spite of himsdf. He had his
doubts about Chareg's older sister Merayni, athough Merayni was
certainly good-hearted, and she and her consort were more than
successful with the pearapple and peach orchard that Dowsyl had
inherited from hisfather. He paused. “ Didn't know blackstaffers got so
far south as

Peachill or Edlya”

“They get everywhere, Merayni was saying, and the tales he told!
Terrible, she said. About how abody can't even walk across some hills
in Candar without turnin' black and shriveling up and dyin' right there on
the spot.”

“That may be,” Kharl replied. “ That's Candar, and not Nordla. Lord
West is lucky to have one or two wizards that he can count on. Rather
have him with wizards than some of the other Lords of the Quadrant.”

“Thisyoung blackstaffer, he said that the lord's wizards weren't proper
mages. ‘A course, Father Jorum saysdl wizardry isevil.”

“I wouldn't know if they're proper wizards.” Kharl tilted his mug to get
thelast drop of de. “I'm acooper, not awizard or alord. That'stheir
business. Mine's barrels. Solid barrels”

“Terrible stuff, magery.” Charee sniffed again. “ Asbad asthievesand
brigands, if you ask me.”

“I'm sure there are good mages and bad ones. There are good lords
and bad ones, good coopers and bad ones.”

“No such thing asagood mage, if you ask me. Lord West can have
them dl. Be better if he hung 'em.”

“That'swhat lords arefor. Deal with raiders, and invaders, and
brigands, and mages. Rather be a cooper.”

Warrl yawned. So did Arthdl.



“Y ou two can take the bowls to the wash table,” Charee said.

“Wishwe had asiger, like Aubret does,” mumbled Warrl. “Do dl the
dishes”

“You don't haveasgter,” Charee said. “Two of you are enough.”
“... dwayssay thet...” murmured Arthd.

“Did you say something?’ asked Kharl.

“No, ser.”

“I didn't think so.” Kharl pushed back his chair and walked to the
window, |etting the cool evening air flow around him. He hoped that
Korlan would pick up the barrelsin the morning.

Right after his early breakfast, Kharl took the broom and stepped
outside the front of the cooperage to sweep the stones of the narrow
sidewak. Warrl was supposed to have done it, but the boy was
aready laying out the white oak shooks that Kharl would be jointing for
the hogshead ordered by Captain Hagen for the Seastag. It wasless
trouble for Kharl to sweep than to rail at Warrl, and at least the boy
was dready working, unlike his older brother. Since the cooper didn't
want to be caught out front if Korlan drove hiswagon up to the loading
door inthe rear, Kharl swept quickly.

Every few moments, Kharl stopped briefly to listen, although he
doubted that the vintner would arrive before midmorning, but with
Korlan, one could never tell. Theair aready felt hot and damp. He
glanced to the east, at the barrel set on the stone dab between the
cooperage and Derdan's woolen shop, the barrel filled with damp sand
for use againg fires. The water barrel was more toward the harbor,
past Tyrbel's scriptorium.



He began to sweep again, trying not to sneeze. As gently as he moved
the broom, dust gill rose from the stones, dust from along and dry
summer. With the prevailing easterlies, Brystawas hot and damp, but
seldom had much rain until late summer. So theair was moist, and the
sreets were dusty. Findly, helifted the broom and turned to reenter the

cooperage.

Kharl looked up.

Tyrbe stood there, with asmall smudge of ink on hisjaw. “Kharl...
just wanted to... last night... Sanyle.” The angular scrivener did not
met the cooper'seyes. “... asked her to deliver some fancy cards up
the hill. They must have followed her back.”

“Just fortunate to be back by the loading dock. Might not have heard
otherwise”

WELLSPRING OF CHAUSs

“Some would have heard, and done nothing,” Tyrbd replied. “I owe
you thanks and more.”

“Y ou don't owe me. Neighbors don't look out for neighbors... who
will?” Kharl amiled. “ Shesagood girl.”

“Best of them dl,” Tyrbe agreed. “Do you know who they were?’
Kharl shook his heed, gtill listening for Korlan's team and wagon. “No.
Wore velvets and blades. Looked like some merchant's spoiled brats.
Had too much to drink and didn't care who they hurt.”

“Sanyle said they drew againgt you.”
“Had my cudgel. Worked better.” Kharl laughed brusquely.

“I hope they were very drunk and didn't know exactly where they
were,” offered Tyrbd. “Merchants sons... well, some of them don't



forget. Sometimes wedlth isthe wellspring of chaos.”
“It wasdark,” Kharl replied, glancing toward the insde of his shop.
“I won't keep you.”

“I'mwaiting for Korlan, and | don't want him to load his barrels without
leaving what'sin hispurse”

Tyrbel laughed. “1 understand. It took me four eightdays to collect from
him for making acopy of Emyl's Tales.” The scrivener paused. “But |
did want to thank you. Neighbors or not, most wouldn't put themsalves

“Been my daughter, I'd have wanted someone to put themselves out,”
Kharl said. “ She's dways been thoughtful to us”

“Sheis” Tyrbe smiled. “That sheis.” After amoment, he cleared his
throat. “I must be going. | have to go to the Quadrant Hall.”

“Copying some records?’

“Exactly. | can't redly say who or why, you understand?’
Kharl didn't and never had, but he nodded anyway.
“Thank you, my friend,” said Tyrbe as he turned.

Kharl lifted the broom and headed back into the shop.

Warrl looked up. “The shooks are here, Da, and there are two extra,
likeyou sad.”

Except for the two of them, the cooperage was empty.
“Good.” Kharl looked around. “Artha ?’

“I'm coming.” The lanky dark-haired youth dumped as he made his
way down the stairsfrom above. “I'm coming.” He paused on the



fourth step and rocked back and forth, until the step squeaked.

“Soisyear-end,” suggested Kharl, “and it well might get here before
you.” Hewaited until hisolder son reached the workbench before
continuing. “ Smytha promised he would have the iron blanks for the
hogshead last night. | need you to pick them up. Tell him I'll stop by
with the coins later today.”

“Yes, ser. What if hewantsthe coins now?’
“Hewon'. But if he does, then come get me.”

Kharl watched for amoment as Arthd |eft, not quite douching, but not
exactly hastening, either. Then he turned. During Kharl's conversation
with Arthd, Warrl had laid out the hollowing knife and the round shave.
The younger boy stood at the end of the main workbench.

“Have you sharpened the hollowing knife? And the planer blade?’
Kharl looked at Warrl.

“| sharpened the blade the day before yesterday, Da...” The redhead
looked down, not mesting hisfather's eyes.

“That was the day before yesterday. Today, we have heavy oak to
joint”

“YS’ w.n

Warrl'stone was s0 resigned that Kharl had trouble not smiling in
response before he replied, “ The sooner you start, the sooner you'll be
done, and then you can head off to Master Fonwyl's.”

“Yes, ser.” The younger boy's tone was even more resigned.

Kharl was not amused at Warrl'slack of enthusiasm about his tutor and
his lessons, not with the coppers they were costing Kharl.



First thing on fiveday, Kharl had opened the loading door and left it
gar, waiting as hewasfor ateamster hed hired to cart the finished
hogshead standing just inside the door down to the Seastag. Kharl had
tried to complete the cask earlier, but hed had to wait for Smythal to
finish theiron blanks that Kharl forged into hoops, and that had meant
sending Arthd twice,

The Austran trader wasn't due to cast off until tomorrow, on sixday,

but Kharl found himsdlf glancing at the large cask and loading door
again and again as he continued to plane and joint the small black oak
gavesfor the set of fancy fifth-barrelsfor Yudt. Hed aready
commissioned the brass spigots, and hed haveto pay asilver to
Cupret before

eightday.

Artha was at the other workbench, rough-shaping red oak shooksinto
proper staves for flour barrels, not that Kharl had any orders, but
because he dways had some from Wassyt, the miller, come harvest.
That was good, because, fast as he made coins, it seemed as though he
had to spend them amost as swiftly.

Hot damp air seeped into the shop as alwaysin summer in Brysta
Kharl hoped it wouldn't be too long before the winds changed, and
Nordlagot somerain, but the easterlies had lasted longer this summer.

The cooper blotted his forehead with the back of hisforearm before
pausing and readjusting the plane.

“Ge-ha”

At the teamdter's call and the crack of awhip, Kharl set aside the
plane. “Arthd! Theteamster's here. I'll need you to help load the

“Yes, sar.” Artha straightened.



The two walked back to the loading door. Kharl opened the door
wide. From there Kharl watched as the teamster brought the wagon
and team to a halt. Kharl knew many of the teamsters, but not the burly
and bearded young man on the wagon seat. Not that he'd had a choice.
A crafter put in arequest at the teamsters hal and took what he got.

He stepped into the dley. “I'm Kharl, the cooper with the hogshead for
the ocean pier.”

“Morat.” The teamster spat out onto the dley, the side of the wagon
away from Kharl. “Be two coppers down to the pier-and two back if it
comesto that.”

Kharl showed four coppers. “But not until we're at the pier.”

“And you tie the hogshead in place, and | check it. We don't movetill |
think it'ssecure”

“I expected that.”

The brawny teamster lowered the rear wagon gate, and Kharl and
Arthal lifted the hogshead and eased it into the wagon. While Kharl
lashed the cask-equivaent to three barrels-in place in the wagon bed,
Morat closed the rear gate.

Artha watched both men.

Kharl tied the last knot and looked at his eldest. “Close theloading
door and watch the shop until | get back. Keep working on those
daves”

“Yes, sar,” replied Arthdl.

With anod to his son, the cooper looked to the teamgter. “Cask'sin
place.” Kharl climbed up into the wagon seat, waiting for Morat to
finish checking thelashings

After amoment, the teamster vaulted into his seat and released the



wagon brake. “Well be going.” Heflicked theleadsto histeam. The
wagon rolled forward, dowly.

After Morat had the wagon and team clear of the dley behind the
cooperage and onto Fifth Cross, he kept the team on the crossing
street until they reached Cargo Road. There he turned westward
toward the harbor. “First ocean pier, you said.”

“The Seastag-Austran deep water.”

Once the wagon passed the square at Third Cross, Kharl could seethe
piers, because Cargo Road doped downward just enough so that the
harbor of Brysta could be seen spread out to the west. All the piers
wereto the north of the River Westlich, except for the stubby ferry
pier. Theferry served those who wanted to crossto the peninsularoad
that ran south-southeast dong the western side of theriver. There, the
marshes farther north and west, bordered by rock escarpments, had
prevented much settlement on the southern part of the harbor. To the
north of the pierswas theflatland for the lower market and the
dateyard.

Kharl checked the fair weather banner on the pole on the outer
breakwater-a green oval against awhite background. There were no
cloudsin the western sky, but Lord West's wizards used their glasses
to screewell beyond mere sight to determine which banner flew.

There were only eight vessals spread across the three oceangoing piers
and the two coastd wharfs, illustrating that late summer was the dowest
timein the fair weather months. Closer to harvest and al through the
fal, dmost every berth on every pier would be taken, and in good
times, merchanters would even anchor out beyond the breakwaters.

Lord West had but a handful of warships, iron-hulled steamers with but
two single-gun turrets. Brystasred defenses were the two fortsfacing
each other at the entrance to the harbor-the south fort at the end of

one breakwater, and the north fort at the end of the other. Twin chains



lay on the stones of the channel between them. Each chain was
attached to amodified capstan so that the chains could be raised to
deny accessto

the harbor.

Once every four eightdays, the chainswere raised briefly and
ingpected, and one of Lord West's wizards renewed the order-spell on
them. Kharl knew that well. For ayear he had served as an assstant to
the cooper at the south fort, and had been pressed into the work gang
that turned the capstan.

Thefirst ocean pier was empty-except for the Seastag, two-masted,
likeabrig, but with side paddle whedls. The Austran ensign drooped
from the jackstaff in the heavy il air that blanketed the harbor.
Severd wagonswere lined up and unloading barrels and crates, and
the work gang was using a crane to swing lengths of timbersfroma
stack on the pier to the midships hold.

The teamster eased the wagon past the timber pallets and brought it to
astop arod or so past the gangway. “Thisisthe best | can do.”

“That'sfine” Kharl handed three coppersto the teamster. 1t will only
be amoment.”

Hagen was hdfway down the gangway before Kharl finished unlashing
the hogshead. The Austran captain had three sailors with him. “Cooper,
your timing could not have been better.”

“| said today,” Kharl replied.

“Soyou did.” The master of the Seastag hopped up into the wagon
bed and began to inspect the hogshead. Kharl waited.

Findly, Hagen jumped down and gestured to the three sail ors-two men
and a hard-faced woman as well muscled as the men. “ Take the cask
up and st it just aft of the mainmeast for now.”



“YS’ $...H

Kharl watched as the three eased the cask out of the wagon and
carried it acrossthe pier, past the timber being loaded, and up the
gangway. Hagen watched aswdll, until the cask was on board the
Seastag, before turning to the cooper. “ Y ou charge abit more than the
Austrans, but no one makes a better hogshead.” Hagen laughed and
handed Kharl the three silvers, then added a pair of coppers. “ Thank
you, ser.” Kharl inclined his head. Behind them the teamdter finished
turning the wagon on thewide

pier and headed back toward the city proper. He gave the dightest of
wavesto Kharl.

In return, Kharl nodded to the teeamster.

“I'll be thanking you, cooper,” said Hagen. “That | will. Next trip, it
might be sand barrels”

“Sand barrels?’

“Been reports of raiders out of Lydiar, and the Black Brethren have
those rockets. A chaos-wizard's teamed up with pirates out of aplace
caled Renklaar. Water doesn't always stop those chaos-flames. Were
fortunate only one pirate's got awizard.”

“How long before you come back thisway?’ asked Kharl.

“I'm only making ashort voyage thistime. Maybe hdf the portsin
Candar before we return to Vamurl. Then, after an eightday there,
well be headed here on thelong trip of the winter.” He laughed. “WEell
end up in Hamor, whereit'swarm.”

The cooper nodded. “Y ou thinking of oak for the sand barrels?’

“The only thing for avessd. Theonly thing.” The graying Hagen tipped
his battered cap to Kharl. “Be seeing you next trip, cooper.”



“I look forward to it, ser.”
Hagen nodded and turned.

Kharl walked past the timber, careful to avoid the empty ding coming
down. Hafway back aong the pier from the Seastag, he stopped as he
noted-and recognized-the low vessel moored at the outboard end of
the second pier, aship entirdly of shimmering black, without masts and
with but one gun in asingle forward turret. Two guardsin the black of
Reduce marines stood at the foot of the gangway.

The cooper studied the warship for amoment, then shook his head as
he continued back along the pier for the kay-long walk back to the
cooperage. He just hoped that no one had come by in his absence, but
he wouldn't have dared to send Arthal with the hogshead.

“Youth...” he muttered under his breath. “Not what they used to be.
Paid attention to my da. They'd just as soon spit.”

He squared his shoulders and stretched out his stride. He could have
paid the teamster for areturn ride, but he had better usesfor his

coppers.

rv

From the angle of the light danting through the front windows of the
cooperage, Kharl could tell it was getting on to late afternoon. He
checked the brass spigot held set into the first barrel. HE'd augured the
hole dmost perfectly, so that he only needed the dightest bit of cordage
between the wood and the brass flange and pipe. The second one was
amost as good. He could start sedling the ingde of the barrelsin the
morning. He didn't like doing barrelsthat required sedling, but Y udt
had ingsted on only the lightest of toasting and sedant afterward, saying
that even the tightest grained oak would absorb some aspect of the
contents and thus change them. Since Kharl was neither dchemist nor
gpothecary, and since the dchemist had refused to tell Kharl what he



was putting in the fancy barrel, there wasn't much the cooper could
say-especidly since Y udt was paying apremium that Kharl needed.

He checked thefirst barrd before him alast time, running hisfingers
dowly over theingde of thefindy finished staves, nodding in
satisfaction, before carrying it over to the finishing bench againgt the
south rear wal. Then he returned to the turning bench and did the same
with the second. The headsfor both barrelswere dso laid out- single
round sections, rather than sections of quartersawn wood doweled in
place.

With asmile, he eased over to the quarter barrdl that held sedlant.
The smile vanished, and he looked up. “ Arthal!”

There was no answer, not that he expected one. After amoment, he
wa ked to the steps and climbed up, and peered into the main room,
where Charee was seated at her sewing table, working on the
embroidery that she did for Fyona, the seamstress fancied by most of
the consorts of the weslthier merchants.

“Where's Arthd?’ Kharl asked his consort.
“He said you were finished with him, and he had to meet some friends.”

Kharl pursed hislipstightly for along moment. “I said hewasfreeif
he'd done everything. He did today. But he didn't yesterday, and he
didn't tell me. I'm out of sedlant, and he was supposed to get two
buckets from Hyesal. He said held taken care of it, and he didn't, and
that means... oh... never mind...” The cooper started to closethe
door, then turned back to Charee. “1f anyone should come by, I'll be
back shortly. I'm going over to Hyesdl's to get the sedlant Arthal didntt.
I'll leave the door open so you can hear if anyone comesin. Or if Warrl
gets back from hislessons.”

“Don't beangry, Kharl. Arthd's till young.”



“He's near-on double-eight, and | don't like being mided.” Kharl
snorted, then headed down the steps. “1 should have asked him
direct... haveto ask 'em every littlething. .. thinkshe'sso bright...” he
muttered to himself as he crossed the shop.

Kharl |eft by the front door. Outside, on Crafters Lane, he heard alow
rumble and glanced up. Clouds were massing over the Eastern Ocean
to the west of the harbor, and the wind had finaly shifted from out of
the east to the west, bringing with it an actua hint of rain, not just soggy
air, and the chance that the long-overdue and welcome late-summer
ranswould findly arive.

He glanced a Tyrbe's smdl display window, which held severd

books, including ared leather-bound Book of Godly Prayer -awork
that Tyrbel had done on hisown as an offering to hisfaith. Kharl shook
his head, thinking about the one-god believers. How could anyone
believe that everything from the Great Western Ocean and beyond the
Heavensto the Rational Stars could have been created by one god? Or
that the same god knew everything everywhere, down to the smallest
beetle? Or more important, from Kharl's viewpoint, that such agod
cared equaly for al men, women, and children? Given what he saw on
the dtreets of Brysta, Kharl didn't put much faith in such agod.

He laughed to himsdlf at the last thought. He didn't put any faith at all in
suchagod. Tyrbe did. With arueful amile, he kept walking.

Two blocks down toward the harbor, he came to the upper market
square, dthough most of the peddlers and vendors had aready packed
up their wares and left. A one-handed beggar was seated on the low
stone wall that surrounded the near-empty square. Topped with
redstone with rounded edges, the wall was agood place for sitting and
resing.

“A copper, ser, just acopper for apoor fellow.” The bearded beggar,

in atattered gray tunic and trousers, held his cap upside down, lifting it
toward Kharl.



The cooper ignored him and kept walking. “ Just a copper, ser. Just a
copper...”

Another thirty cubits down Crafters Lane, dso seated on thewall, was
ayoung woman, with short-cropped dark hair and wearing atan tunic
and trousers. Her skin was pale, but unblemished. Her boots were
sturdy and brown, and beside her was a canvas pack, against which
rested a shimmering black staff. She was small enough that her boots
did not touch the cobblestones benegath the wall.

AsKharl neared her, he took in the blackstaffer, then nodded politely.
Shelooked up. “Good day to you, ser.” Her brown eyes smiled with
her mouth.

“Andyou aswdl,” Kharl replied, dmost in spite of himsdlf. But her
expression had been warm and friendly on acloudy afternoon, and not
asking for anything. He found himsdlf amiling as heleft the square
behind and made hisway the last hundred cubitsto Hyesd's
apothecary shop, clearly marked with the crossed pestles above the
door.

Kharl entered and stepped up to the long counter, time-aged golden
oak, on which were arrayed various hedlth tinctures. He looked around
the smdll front room, but didn't see the gpothecary. “Hyesd?” There
was no answer. “Hyesa!”

“Just amoment!” camethe querulousreply. “If you're someonel

know, just wait. If you're someone| don't, you can take that chance,
too.” Kharl grinned and stood there, waiting, his eyes going over the
bottles lined up at the back of the counter, taking in the labels-Morning
Tonic, Digestive Tincture, Rheumatism Salve ...

The small but angular gpothecary appeared behind the counter, asif by
magery. “Wel, Kharl... what isit that won't wait but amoment?’

“Sedant, the one you make for the good barrels. Artha was supposed
to come by-"



“Never did. | would have had it waiting here for you.”

“Do you have any ready?’

“I can't say as| do, Kharl, and it's not something | can dop together
while you stand there. 'Sides, it's got to stand overnight.”

Kharl could fed hisanger rising, but Hyesa hadn't crested the problem.
Artha had. So he held histongue.

“Tell youwhat. After | finish thistincture, I'll get to work onit, and you
can pick it up firg thing in themorning.”

“I'd appreciate that. | would. I've been working on these fancy
fifth-barrdlsfor Yudt... Artha... hetold me hed comeby...”

“And you never forgot anything when you were young and starstruck
over somelass?’

“He doesn't have enough brainsto be starstruck at the moment.” Kharl
snorted.

Hyesd laughed. “Be ready in the morning.” The apothecary turned and
left Kharl standing at the counter.

With ashrug, the cooper stepped back and left the shop. In mogt cities,
he would have gotten sedlant from an achemist, but not in Brysta, not
that it mattered to Kharl so long as the sealant worked. What worked,
that was what mattered, not which craft produced it.

Outside, he could smdll the dampness of the rain that had a ready
begun to fal on the ocean beyond the breakwaters, and he lengthened
his stride as he hurried back up the gentle incline of Crafters Lane
toward the square and his own shop.

The blackstaffer and the beggar had |eft the square, but asmall figurein
gray accosted Kharl as he passed the empty stone sitting wall. “ Master
Kharl! How be the best cooper in Brysta?’



“Jekat. .. how'sthe most flattering urchinin Brysta?”

“Not bad, Master Kharl. 'Course a copper or two'd help.” A grin
crossed the towhead's grimy face.

“Coppersdways help.” The cooper grinned. “Y ou know anyone who
needs barrels?’

“I heard the renderer-Werwal-he's going to be needing some barrels
‘forelong. | told Sikal-that's his man-he ought to see you. Werwd
won't talk to me, but Ska will.”

Kharl dipped a copper from his purse. “Take this, you worthless
urchin.” He couldn't hep amiling.

“Thank you, ser, and I'll not be telling no one 'bout your kindness.”
Jekat skipped away across the square.

Kharl waslessthan haf ablock from the shop when therain began to
fal-fat dropsthat splattered againgt everything. He began to hurry, but
the shoulders of hisgray tunic were black with water by thetime he
dashed into the shop.

“Isthat you, Kharl?’ called Charee from up the Sairs.

“Sureaslife.” Kharl raised hisvoice to make sure Charee could hear
him above the heavy rain pelting down on the roof. “ Almost medeit
back beforeit started raining. Artha never ordered the sealant. Won't
be ready before tomorrow. Where's Warrl?’

“I sent him to Fyonas with the embroidery. He camein right after
you left.

Kharl stopped by the workbench, then turned as Arthd ran inside, his
tunic and trousers darkened with rain. Arthal stopped as he saw his
father. “1'm not too happy with you, young fellow.”



“Y ou're never happy with me, Da.” Arthal did not meet Kharl's eyes.
“Y ou told me, yesterday, that you'd taken care of all the chores. | just
got back from Hyesdl's, and you never ordered the sedlant. Y ou told
meyoud donethat.”

“| said I'd do it. | was going down there-” Artha stepped back.
“When? Next end-day? Whenever it met your fancy?’

“It'snot likethat.”

“How isit like?’ asked Kharl. “I could have used the sealant today. It
would have been ready today. Y ou're dmost adouble-eight, and |
shouldn't have to follow up on everything you do.”

“Y ou said you wouldn't finish those today.” Artha's voice was|ow.
“That isn't the blade's edge, Arthal.” Kharl's tone dropped into
resgnation. “You led meto believe that you'd ordered the sedlant.
That's deception.”

Artha did not answer. “Isn't that deception?’
“Yes, sr. I'm sorry, ser.”

“Y ou get areputation for that, and no one will trust you to do anything.
Don't you understand that? A man's worth is his reputation. Never
forget that.”

“| said | was sorry, Da.”

Kharl hddinasggh. “Go on upstairsand seeiif your mother needs any
help or any cod for the stove.”

Arthal trudged past hisfather and started up the stairs. “.... worse than
Father Jorum...”

The words were not supposed to reach Kharl.

“What did you say?’ snapped the cooper.



“Nothing, ser. | wasjust teling mysdlf that you and Father Jorum fedl
the sameway.”

“That's about the only thing we agree on,” Kharl snorted.

Once Artha shut the door to the upstairs, Kharl walked back to the
front window, looking out into the still-heavy rain. “ Children,” he
muttered to himsdlf, “ so sure of themsalves... so stupid.”

V

Carrying two covered buckets of sealant, Kharl left Hyesal'sso early in
the morning that few people were out on the lane. He had placed a
broom in Arthal's hands before he had departed the shop, and told his
older son to sweep the stones before the shop clear of standing water
and mud from therain of the night before. HEd even remembered to
makeit clear to his son that Arthal wasto sweep gently, so that mud
and water did not splatter up on the glass of the display window.

Because of the weight of the sedlant, Kharl stopped at the uphill side of
the square to readjust his grip on the buckets. Early asit was, there
were no stalls or carts or peddlers set up. After amoment's respite, he
hurried up Crafters Lane toward his shop. As he passed the short
ser-viceway between Fourth Cross and Fifth, anarrow passagelittle
more than four cubits wide, he dowed.

Had he heard someone? Was there someone lying in the shadows
where he could not see? Moaning? In early morning? He shook his
head and continued the last hundred cubits to the shop. But his thoughts
drifted back-who could bein the serviceway?

Once he reached the shop, he noted that the stones outside the door
had indeed been swept clean and were already dry-and that there was
no mud on the bricks or glass of the digplay window. After opening the
door, he entered the cooperage and lowered both bucketsto the
wooden floor.



Abruptly, he turned and walked out, closing the door behind him. On
the lane, he headed back down toward the serviceway.

“...afoal... that'swhat you are... stupid...” But despite hisown
words, he stepped into the darkness of the serviceway, checking
carefully to make sure that no ruffians or cutpurses might belingering.
For amoment, he saw nothing. Then his eyes made out abundle
againg the brick wall, along bundle.

“...000..." Anam twitched.

Kharl glanced around, but the serviceway remained empty except for
him and whoever lay near the wall. He bent down, and, as hiseyes
adjusted to the dimness, he could make out adender figure-and the
end of asmooth black staff. The figure was that of the young woman
blackstaffer. Blood and mud splattered the tannish clothes, which had
been partly ripped away from her for al too obvious purposes.

Kharl glanced around again, then took a deep breath, and bent down.
He pulled her torn cloak back across her exposed body, then eased
the nearly limp figureinto hisarms. Her back felt humped, but he
realized that the lumpiness was her pack. He managed to grasp the
gaff, which, despite the cold damp stones and the mud, felt warmto his
touch. Then he lurched to hisfeet and began to walk out of the
serviceway.

Both Arthal and Charee were standing inside the open door to the shop
as he carried the young woman through the doorway. Warrl stood
farther back, his eyes darting from hisfather back to his mother.

“Aryl was here. He said he might-" Charee broke off her words.
“What have you there?’

“A girl... young woman. She was attacked and beaten. | heard her
moaning in the serviceway.” Kharl looked for somewhere to put her
down. His eyes went to the stairs at the rear of the shop.



Chareeg's eyeswent to the section of shimmering black staff that
extended beyond the figure Kharl held. She stepped back. “ She's one
of those. She's one of those blackstaffers from Reduce. | won't have
herin

my house

Kharl repressed asigh and bit back aretort. “Then pull out that
apprentice's palet by the rear bench. Y ou don't have to have her
updairs”

“Why... how could you?’

“| was supposed to leave her there, where she could have been
attacked again or killed? Or died from therain and cold?’

Charee sighed. “No. Suppose you couldn't do that.” Therewas only
the dightest hint of emphasis on theword you.

“Isn't Father Jorum aways saying that his god wants usto help
strangers and those who cannot hel p themselves?* asked Kharl.
Artha and Warrl exchanged quick glances.

“Put her onthe pdlet,” Charee said. “I'll get ablanket to put under her
head and some damp cloths to clean away the blood.”

Kharl waited as his consort pulled out the apprentice's pallet, which

had not been used in years, and wiped it off with acloth. Then he
eased the woman+little more than agirl, he thought, and certainly
dender and light as one-onto the pdlet. Then he put the staff againgt the
wal.

The cloak dipped dightly.
Charee's hand went to her mouth. “Oh...”

“| said she'd been attacked. She might need adry cover of some sort.”



“That'd be best. I'll be back in amoment. Warrl, you come with me!”
Charee drew hersdf up and headed for the stairs, bustling upthemina
way that conveyed offended dignity. Warrl followed.

“Ohhhh...” The young woman's eyes opened for amoment, then
closed.

Arthd looked closdly at the uncovered woman's exposed thigh, then
away, dmog guiltily, Kharl thought.

“What do you know about this?’” Kharl partly lifted the woman and
eased the pack off her shoulders, lowering her as gently as he could.
Then he placed the pack next to the wall beside the black staff.

“Do you know who did it?" He straightened and looked at Arthal.
“No, ser.”
, Kharl continued to stare at his son.

“Some of the fellows, the ones who work in the carpentry shop on the
piers, they were saying that she was really good-looking, and they'd
liketo get her done... but that wasdl | heard.”

“They said alot more, but nothing about hurting her?” pressed Kharl.
“Or did they-"

“No, ser. They didn't say anything like that. In fact, Derket said that she
could be red dangerous. He once saw awoman from Reduce with a
saff take down three of Lord North'sguards...”

Kharl had the feding Arthd wastelling the truth, and some of the
tenseness he felt lessened.

Charee regppeared, carrying warm cloths and a thin brown coverlet.
“Youtwo... Don't you have somefancy barresto finish, Kharl 7’

The cooper nodded and stepped back. “Y ou can bring those buckets



over to thefinishing bench, Artha.”
“Yes, Da”

After leaving theinjured girl to Charegs minigrations, Kharl turned to
his workbench. There, he thinned, then stirred the sedlant gently before
he began to apply it to the black oak fifth-barrels. He could hear
Charee murmuring.

“... don't caremuch... blackgtaffers... sending women... shouldn't
cometothis... Now... just takeit easy, dear...”

“Where...?”

“You're safe now. Y ou're at the cooper's. Kharl found you in the
ser-viceway... You'd been hurt... just rest.” Chareelooked across the
shop at Kharl. “I'll be getting her some water.”

Kharl decided against mentioning ae, not when they were short
themsdlves. “1'm not going anywhere.”

As Charee headed up the steps once more, Artha cleared histhroat.
“Ah... Da?

“Oh... Arthal. Y ou can get out some more shooks-the red oak
ones-and you'll have to use the ladder because they're in the upper
front section of theracks. I'll need you to sharpen the knives, the shave,
and the blade in the planer. After | put one coat on the finefifth-barrels,
then well work on those shooks while the barrels are drying.”

Charee regppeared with a chipped mug. She went to the prostrate
woman and held the water to her lips. “Just afew sipsat first. That's

it...."

Kharl took out the finish brush and dipped it into the sealant, deftly but
dowly coating theinterior of the barrel, something he would not have



donefor avintner's barrel, but how and whether abarrd needed
sedling depended on what the fina use was, and when an dchemist like
Y ualt wanted a sealed black oak barrel with spigots, Kharl provided
the best he could, even if he had no exact ideawhat Y ualt intended to
doreinit.

He'd amost finished the first barrel when Charee stepped up to his
shoulder, and whispered, “ She's adeep. Got a knot on the back of her
head. She's fill seeing two instead of one. Say you should keep ‘em
awake, but | couldn't.”

“We can only do what we can,” Kharl pointed out.

“Beasts...” muttered Charee. “ She shouldn't be going around like that,
but... no excuse to knock around anyone that way.”

“After | finishthe barrels, I'll send Artha off to tell the Watch.”
“Y ou'll do no such thing, Kharl. The Watch can do nothing. There

was ascrap of velvet in her hand. Who wears velvet? Y ou think they'll
find anyone? And then dl of Brystawill know you've been harboring a
blackgtaffer. Y ou think that will help business?*

Kharl knew she wasright. “What color velvet?’

“Doesn't matter.” After amoment, Charee added, “Dark blue, dmost
black.”

“1 won't tel the Watch.”

“Seethat you don't, and I'll betelling Artha and Wartl to say nothing.
The sooner she'swell and out of here, the happier I'll be.”

Kharl already knew that. The fact that Charee didn't want to say
anything was another indication of how worried his consort was.

After Charee went back upstairsto work on the piecework for Fyona,



Kharl motioned to Arthal.

“Yes, Da?’ Artha stepped away from the stacked shooks. “I got
down enough for two barrdls, and finished sharpening the planer blade
and clamped it back in place.”

Kharl didn't point out that Arthal had been done for sometime. “You
need to run some errands. Smythdl, first. We need the iron blanksfor
four flour barrds”

“Hell want something.”

Kharl took five coppers from his purse and handed them to Arthal.
“Then go out to the mill and see what the timber lookslike. Don't talk
to Vetrad, just seeif hisracks, especially the oak racks, arefull or
empty. And make sure that the billetsin our section have been turned.
If he askswhat you want, say that you were checking the billets, then
beg some scrap oak and tell him you need it for detailing practice.”

Artha nodded.
“Before you go, your mother wants aword with you.”
The youth frowned.

“She told me she wanted to talk to you. Now, go, and don't dawdle,
but your mother firgt.”

“YS’ £,..H

After Artha went upstairs, then came down and left, Kharl finished
seding thefirgt barrel, then the second. As he wiped the brush as clean
as he could, then dipped it into the small container of solvent, he
became conscious that the blackstaffer had awakened and was |ooking
ahim.

He left the brush in the open solvent jar and turned.



“What are you doing?’ The words were fluent, but strangely accented.

Kharl glanced over to the palet where the young woman lay, her head
propped up dightly on an old blanket that Charee must have provided.
“I'mfinishing afancy fifth-barrd.” He paused. “How are you feding?’

“My head is splitting. It looks like there are two of you sometimes.
Most of my body hurts. They weren't gentle.”

Kharl looked around the shop, but, for the moment, no one el sewas
there. “Do you know who they were?’

“I don't know anyone here. | just arrived two days ago. I'd left the
tavern, and there were two men. I'd never seen them. They wore...
their clotheswerefancier...”

“Dak velvet... mayhap?’

“Their tunicswerewel| cut, and they both had blades. Buit... | was
ready for them. | didn't seethe third one, and he hit me in the head with
something... from behind...” Sheswallowed. “Thirgty...” Shereached
for the old chipped mug Charee had left. Her hands trembled as she
lifted it and drank.

Kharl could see thin lines of wetness dong her cheeks, but he said
nothing.

After severd small swallows, she set down the mug, using both hands,
and lay back. Her eyes closed.

Kharl watched for amoment, then finished cleaning the brush. He
moved to the workbench where he checked the settings on the planer.
He watched the blackstaffer as he began to pump the foot pedal, but
shedid not gtir, despite the whirring of the planer when he guided the
first red oak shook into position to rough-shapeit into astave. Hewas
hafway through the staves for the third flour barrel when he could see
the young woman began to wake again, but she said nothing, and he



continued to work.

He had amost finished another set of staves when Charee came down
the steps with a chamber pot, looking long at Kharl. The cooper
finished shaping the stave he was working on and stopped pumping the
foot peda. He stepped back and walked to the front of the shop, then
outside.

Standing before the window, taking in the breeze from the harbor, he
gtill couldn't understand why the young swells had beaten the young
woman o badly. Wasit just because she had resisted their advances,
or

because she was a blackstaffer? He wondered if it had been the same
pair that had tried to force themsalves on young Sanyle. If it had been,
they weretruly abad lot, and if it hadn't been, there were dl too many
rotten young swellsaround. Kharl didn't like either possibility, not that
there was much he could do.

\

When Kharl came down to the shop early the next morning, he found
that Charee had been there earlier, and that the blackstaffer was
propped into a Sitting position, sipping hot cider, the coverlet across her
legs and midsection. The bruise on her cheek, one he hadn't noticed
before, had begun to show a yellowish shade aong with the purple.

“How are you doing, young woman?’
“My nameisJenevra You are... Kharl?’
“That'sright. Kharl.”

“I am better, but | am gtill seeing two of you at times. My heed il
aches”

“You'll need to rest for atime, | think.”



“| did not need this,” Jenevrasaid. “1 should have been more careful.”

With that, Kharl silently agreed, as he readjusted the blade on the
planer. Then he tested the foot pedal, and moved the carry-cart with
the red oak shooks next to the planer where he could easily reach the
shooks. He glanced toward the stairs, but neither Warrl nor Artha had
yet appeared. He snorted quietly to himself.

Jenevrawatched, without saying aword, just occasionaly sipping the
cooling cider.

“Why do you blackstaffers come to Brysta?” Kharl asked, moving
back to the planer.

“Many go to Candar and someto Hamor. A few go to Austra,” she
replied. “We must go somewhere.”

Kharl didn't understand that at al, and hisface must have shownit,
even to Jenevras blurred vison.

“If we do not accept the tenets of order, as set forth in the book of
order, and judged by the Council, and by the Ingtitute, then we must
undertake a dangergel d-that's a trip away from Reduce to learn who
we are and where we should fit in theworld.”

“Fancy way of throwing you out if you don't agree, soundsliketo me,”
Kharl replied. “Don't go dong, and out you go.”

“Sometimesit is, and sometimes people return with greater
undergtanding.”

“I'd wager not many return.”

For atime, Jenevrawas slent. Findly, she spoke. “That may betrue.
There are dwaysthosein any town or city who do not fitin. Isit not
kinder to allow them a chance, rather than executing or endaving them?’

“They might not fit anywhere, and they may end up being killed



elsawhere. People anywhere don't much care for those who are
different.”

“Y ou don't think much of people, do you?’ she asked gently.

“I' know what | see. For every kind act, there's one or more not so
kind. People talk kindness. Don't dways act that way.”

“| suppose kindness and unkindness must balance, like order and
d,]ms.ﬂ

“Y ou don't sound so certain about that,” Kharl said.
“I'm too young to be certain.”

Kharl laughed. “Most young-'uns are certain. Only when we get older
that we see that naught's as sure as we thought.”

Jenevra's eyes moved to theright, looking past Kharl.

He nodded to her and turned to see Artha amost tiptoeing down the
seps. “Arthd! | was wondering when you'd be coming down. Y ou can
take the hollowing knife and smooth theinner side of the staveson the

ones|'ve aready shaped.”

“Ah... I'dthought I'd... well... Derket was saying that they might be
looking for a carpenter's apprentice at the ship works. It pays a hdf
dlver aneghtday.”

“Y ou think you'd find that work more pleasing than being amere
cooper?’

“Da... the shop'sgood for but one of us, and Warrl's better at it
dready than| am.” Arthd did not quite meet hisfather's gaze.

Kharl waited for amoment, then nodded. “Mayhap you ought to go
see, then.”

“Youll let me?’



“Artha, | can't make you be a cooper. Go and see.”

The young man looked at Kharl, then said, “ They might not want me.”
“Y ou won't know that, will you, lessyou ask.”

“No, ser.”

“Then go and ask. But when you're done, come on back here, unless
they offer you aposition right then.”

“Yes, ser.” Artha nodded and was gone almost before hiswords died
aay.

“Y ou don't think they'll take him, do you?’ asked Jenevra.

“I don't know. Know it's harder to get a position than he thinks, but
he's got more skill than he wantsto admit.” Kharl picked up thefirst of
the red oak shooks, hoping that someone ese would come in before
long with an order for more barrels. Senstad had ordered twenty
barrdsfor harvesttime, and that was good, except it would be four to
six eightdays before Kharl could collect. Korlan had asked for another
thirty, but, again, not until the end of harvest, and that was agood five
eightdays away. Kharl would have to start soon, but he didn't have
enough of the seasoned oak hilletsfor al of them, and that meant more
goldsto Vetrad-as Vetrad had told Arthal.

Aryl had been in the shop three times, talking about barrelsfor his
apples, but he'd wanted them for dmost |ess than the cost of the oak
andiron.

Warrl had long since goneto hislessons, and Charee had | eft with her
gtitchery for Fyona, and Jenevra had drifted into a dozing deep by the
time Kharl had finished turning the shooksinto rough staves. He
checked the hollowing knife and began to work on smoothing and
fine-shaping the staves. Hed finished the staves for one barrel and was
working on the second, when he saw Charee coming back into the



shop.

His consort dipped up to him, and said in awhisper, “Kharl... youve
got to get her out of here.”

“Her name's Jenevra”

“I don't carewhat her nameis,” Chareereplied. “ Fyonatold me that
Mallamet was going to put acomplaint before the Crafters Council that
you're using the blackstaffer's magic on your barrels.”

“That's stupid. The poor girl can't even see sraight yet. Malamet'sa
poor excuse for acooper who just wants to cause metrouble.”

“That well may be... but if the Council decidesyoureusing
order-magery in support of acraft...”

“How about tomorrow morning?’ Kharl said quietly. “Y ou could walk
her down to Father Jorum's, and she could rest there for the day.” If
Jenevraweren't much better in the morning, perhaps he could persuade
Chareeto let her stay another day. He didn't want to think about what
might happen after that day.

“Why not now?’
“She can't even Sit up for long without getting dizzy.”

“Firg thing tomorrow,” Charee said. “I'll make sure Father Jorum will
be around, but I won't et him know why. But it will befirst thinginthe
morning.”

“ After breskfast,” Kharl said.

“After breakfast, but no later.” Charee headed for the stairs, carrying
another bundle of fabric and thread.

Kharl looked at the dozing blackstaffer, then dowly lifted the hollowing
knife once more.



VII

In the early afternoon, somewhat to Kharl's surprise, alanky man
ambled into the cooperage, an unpleasant odor clinging to him, for al of
his neat and clean appearance, athough hisleather trousers bore stains
that had clearly ressted dl efforts at fullering. His heavy boots thudded
onthefloor.

Kharl set down the drawing knife and went to meet him.
“YouKhal?
“That | am. How might | help you?’

“I'mlooking for dack cooperage that's close to tight. Heard you were
the best at that.” The man gestured &t the range of barrelson display.
“Thoselook to betight.”

“They are, but I've just finished afew dack barrels out of red oak.
They're herein the back.”

“Be pleased to seethem.”

The two men walked to the back of the cooperage, past Arthal, who
was dowly, as dways, hollowing ared oak stave, and Jenevra, who
wasamost invishble againgt the wall and had drifted back into deep.

“Good dack work... you see?” Kharl gestured to the red oak barre,
open-topped, but otherwise compl eted.

“Might | handleit?’
Kharl nodded.

The other man ingpected the barrel carefully, paying particular attention
to thejoints and the iron hoops. Findly, he straightened. “How much?’

“A dlver abarrd.”



“Malamet sdlsthem for eight coppers.”

“Hedoes. They'renot astight.”

“For ten, ninesilvers,” offered the man.

“Nine and five coppers,” countered Kharl.

“Nineand four,” offered the other.

“Done”

“Y ou have three here, | see. When could you have the other seven?’
“I have eight ready now. The others are on the other side.”

“Better yet. Five now, and fivein two eightdays? I'll pay you six slvers
and four now, and the rest when | pick up the others.”

“That would be good.” Kharl paused. “I must apologize, ser, but since
we have not done business before...”

The man laughed. “We have not. | had thought you might have
guessed. I'm Werwd .”

“Therenderer?| have heard of you.”

“And | you. That iswhy | am here” Werwal counted out the coins.
“My wagon will be here shortly for thefive barrels”

“They'll beready.”

With asmile, Werwd bowed dightly and |eft.

Kharl was smiling aswell. The copper held given Jekat had been well
spent, even if that had not been hisintention. HEd have to remember to

dip another to the cheerful urchin. Jekat had probably given him more
business than his own sons.



The cooper shook his head, sadly, and headed back toward the staves
he'd been fine-drawing.

Arthd coughed. “Da... heandled.”
“That's not surprising. He'sarenderer.”
“Shouldnt let himin...”

“He bought ten barrels, Arthal. He can't help the smell. That'swhat he
does. Someone hasto do it.”

“Stinks...”

Artha's mutter was so low that Kharl decided to ignoreit as he went
back to work. If he corrected Arthal on every word his son said, these
days, hereflected, hedd do little enough coopering and Artha would get
even more angry than he dways seemed to be.

By late afternoon, Werwa's man Sika had arrived with asmdl- and
smelly-wagon and collected the barrels, and Artha had gone with
Charee to the market square. Kharl was getting the forge ready to set
some hoops when the door to the cooperage opened.

He did not know the man who stepped into the shop, but the cooper
stopped pumping the bellowsin the smal forge and stepped forward
past the planer. He skirted Jenevra, who looked up silently, and moved
to the sharp-featured figure in the rich brown tunic.

“Might | help you, ser?’ asked Kharl, trying to determine what sort of
merchant the man might be.

“Y ou might be Kharl, the cooper?’ The man's muddy brown eyes
flicked up to the racks of hillets, then toward the stairsin therear,
before sttling on Kharl.

“That | am. And you might be?’



“Let usjust say that | have an interest in barrels. Specid barrels” A
faint smile gppeared on the dender but muscular man'slips.

Kharl smelled scent on the man, more than even aweathy man should
use. Lavender, he thought. “Large or smdl, dack or tight?’

“I wasthinking of large dack barrels, for winter transport of seasonal
game, and | understand such barrels could hold ice above the game,
that would keep the game cold.”

“That's possible, but only for an eightday in harvest. In winter, theice
would keep for a season, or longer.”

“I would beinterested ina... large barrel.” The man gestured toward
the hogshead in the window. “ Could you make one athird smaller than
the largest there?”’

“That ispossible”

“Good.” The man in brown flashed asmile, then dipped around Kharl
and studied the shop, moving toward the tool rack. His eyestook in the
tools, implement by implement, then the forge and the open

hearth that held the fire pot. His eyes passed over the blackstaffer on
the pallet againgt the wall and returned to Kharl. “ Y ou have a
well-laid-out cooperage.”

“Thank you. When would you like the hogshead?”’

“1 will haveto think about that. When | return, well talk about the
details. | needed to know whether it was possible.” He bowed, then
turned.

Kharl watched asthe other left. He shook his head. For al hiswords,
the man hadn't fdt like someone who bought barrels. The lavender
scent suggested a bravo of some sort, but Kharl hadn't the faintest idea
why abravo would find a cooperage of interest. It wasn't asthough
Kharl had large stocks of coins stashed away.



“That man,” said Jenevra, “hewasevil.”
“Isthat something blackstaffers can tell?” Kharl asked.

“Not dways,” shereplied. “1 wouldn't be hereif we could. But that
one, he carriesthe white of chaos around him like acloak.”

“Hesawhite mage?’
“No. It's not the same. Hisis the chaos of murder and destruction.”

Why would one such asthat, if Jenevrawereindeed correct, be visiting
acooper? He hadn't even redlly looked at the blackstaffer, or at Kharl.
“You think he's an assassin? Or athief?’

Jenevrashrugged, then winced. “ He carries chaos. He could be an
assassin or an armsman, or he could be an outland merchant who sails
closeto thewind. Or he could be athief, or anything else. Heisevil,
whatever esehe may be.”

“That's not much help.” Kharl paused. “Y ou speak well. Y ou speak
too well for a peasant's daughter or for someone who works at hard
labor.”

“I do? That may be because the Brethren want us prepared when we
travel dsewhere”

“The Brethren?”’

“The Council of Reduce. They decide how we are prepared. That is, if
your family can pay for thetraining.”

“Yourscould,” Kharl said.

“It was difficult, but they did not wish meill prepared.” Shelaughed,
ironicaly, ahint of bitterness behind the words. “Much good it has
done me-or them.”

“Y ou were trained with the staff?’



“I was. Some are trained with blades, or axes, or other weapons for
sdf-protection.”

“Aredl women trained with the saff?’
“No. Itis... what weapons are in accord with what we are.”

“Inaccord?’ The woman's words were more than alittle puzzling. How
could aweapon be in accord with a person?

“Every person grows-or comes to be ordered-in a certain fashion.
Edged weapons make some uneasy with them. So agtaff isbetter. Itis
not good to fight your wegpon when you are trying to defend yourself.”

Although her explanation was strange, the last words made senseto
Kharl. He certainly could not fight histoolsif he wanted to make good
barrels, and he had no trouble seeing that it could apply to weapons as
well. While he would have liked to talk longer, talking would not help
get the barrels done, and those needed doing so that, if other business
arrived, hewould still have the dack barresfor harvesttime.

Kharl nodded, then turned back to the forge. He still needed to finish
shaping and riveting the hoops for the remaining oak barrelsthat
Werwad had ordered and for the onesthat Wassyt the miller would be
wanting, sooner or later. If the harvest were redlly good, Rensan might
even buy afew if Mallamet couldn't supply them-which was certainly
likely, snce Mdlamet was neither that good a cooper nor that
productive. He was cheap, though, Kharl had to admit.

The cooper aso hoped that Jenevrafelt much better in the morning. If
shedid not... Kharl pushed that thought away. He had worries enough.

VI

When Kharl hurried down to the cooperage after his breakfast, he
found that Jenevra had turned so that she was Sitting with her back
againgt the wall. She was dressed, and wearing her boots once more,



athough her facewas Htill pae.
“Y ou're going to have to move today-" Kharl began.
“Charee told me when she brought me breskfast and my clothes. She

repaired them. She'svery good with aneedle Jenevra smiled wanly
for amoment before the expression faded. ”1'm much better. Y our
consort does not like my being here.”

Kharl didn't reply.

“Itisclear. Shethinks | will hurt your business. If | stayed, | probably
would. No onelikes having blackstaffers around. They told usthat, but
| did not believeit then.”

“Inafew moments,” Kharl findly said, unableto refute her words,
“we're going to take you out to Father Jorum's-"

“One of the one-god priests? He will not be that pleased.”
“They preach kindnessto dl-"
“Except to those from Reduce.”

“I have never heard him say anything against Reduce,” Kharl protested,
athough he seldom accompanied Charee to the end-day services.

“What isnot said-"

Both Jenevraand Kharl looked up at the sharp cracking sound,
followed by thetinkling clank of glassfaling on stone. His eyes darted
toward the front window of his shop, but dl the leaded glass panes
werein place.

He frowned.

A muffled low boom rumbled past him, shaking thewals. One of the
shooks | eft on the workbench fell to the floor with aflat, dapping sound.



Jenevra started to rise, then put her hand down to steady hersalf. Her
face paled even more, until it was sheet-white.

“Stay put!” commanded Kharl. “Y ou're ill weak.”
“Firel Freat the scrivener'd”
“Firel” The second voice wasthat of Tyrbdl.

Kharl looked at Jenevra. “Y ou just stay there, unlessthefire spreads
here, and then you get out asfast asyou can.”

“Y es, master cooper.”

Kharl didn't argue that he wasn't amaster cooper, because he'd never
had enough goldsto pay the Crafters Guild. Hedidn't havetimeto
explain as he rushed out of the cooperage. Outside and to the west a
line of men had formed up, passing buckets from the fire barrel some
forty cubits farther west from the door of Tyrbel's scriptorium. Kharl
could see that there weren't enough buckets, not to stop the fierce
flames darting from the broken glass of Tyrbe's display window. From
the

jagged-edged holein the display window, dong with the flames, came
lines of thick black smoke, oily-smeling smoke.

A tal man-Gharan-threw the first bucket of water on the flames, and
was rewarded with ahissng-and very little diminution of flame.

Kharl looked for the nearest sand barrel, before belatedly redlizing that
it was at the front of his own cooperage, except on the east Side, next
to Derdan's. He dashed for it and pulled off the cover, fumbling for the
scoop bucket insde. As quickly as he could, hefilled the bucket with
the damp sand, then ran back toward the display window of the

scriptorium.

Gharan was about to throw another bucket of water, and Kharl waited,



then followed with the sand. Thistime, the flames from the bottom of
the display area, where the books were burning fiercdly, actualy
subsided. Kharl hurried back to the sand barrdl.

Between the flames and the men running to and fro, and the urgency of
combating thefire, Kharl didn't know how many trips he had made
before the display areawas merely scorched and blackened wood,
with water and sand oozing everywhere. Most of the leaded-glass
panesin Tyrbd's display window had been broken, and shards of glass
littered the stones of the narrow sidewalk. The volumes that had been
on display were charred scraps.

The odor of charcoa and soot was strong, but Kharl could still smell, if
faintly, another acrid scent. He just stood for amoment, bresthing hard,
his eyes watering as he looked at the ruined front of the scriptorium.

Gharan looked at the cooper. “ Good thinking with the sand.”

“Had to try something. Water wasn't working very well.” The weaver
nodded. Behind him so did Hamyl the potter.

Tyrbe moved toward Kharl. His face was ashen. “ Someone st it.
They brokethe glass.” The scrivener shook his head dowly. “Ten
golds worth of work... gone. Y ou know, | was going to give the one-
The Book of Godly Prayer -1 was going to giveit to Father Jorum. I'd
promised it to him.”

“I know,” Kharl replied. “Youtold me.” He paused. “It... thefire...
gamnelled like ails. That'swhy | went for the sand.”

“Why would anyone... why?’ Tyrbel sounded both puzzled and
defeated. “I'm just ascrivener. | don't understand...”

“Give way for the Watch! Way for the Watch!” The cal camefrom
farther down Crafters Lane, toward the harbor.

“Trust the Watch to show up after honest men have aready put out the



fire)” groused Gharan from behind the cooper and the scrivener
“Where were they when the fire sarted? Why bother now?’

“Itdidnt just start,” Tyrbel repeated himsdf. “ Someone st it, but why?
Who would do such aterrible thing?’

“Someone who didn't like the documents you were copying for trids
before the justicers?’ suggested Kharl.

“But... why would anyone.... that's not persond. Lord West likesmy
work, old as he's getting. Any scrivener would do the same for who-

ever-
“Way for the Watch!”

Kharl glanced toward the approaching armsmen, eight of them, witha
young-faced captain, scarcely more than aboy, or so he looked to
Kharl. They were less than thirty cubits away. The cooper wondered
why there were so many for afire, and how the officer had gathered
that number so quickly.

“No!” screamed awoman.

Kharl looked away from the oncoming Watch. He recognized the
voice, if belatedly. It was Chareg's voice.

Charee came running out of the cooperage, blood smeared across her
blouse. “She's dead. She'sdead!” Her voice broke with the words.

“Who'sdead?’” blurted Gharan from behind Kharl and Tyrbe.
“Sheis... the blackgtaffer... someone cut her throat.”
“Jenevra? Sheld dead?’ Kharl said stupidly. “But shewasfine.”

“She'sdead,” Charee said. “Her throat's cut.” She looked at Kharl. “I
told you she'd betrouble. | told you. | told you.”



“She was barely more than agirl. She hadn't done anything,” Kharl
protested. “Why... how...?’

“I knew. But no... you had to do things the way you dways do.”
“Slencd”

Kharl turned from Charee to see that the armsmen of the Watch were
but afew cubits from the group in front of the cooperage and
scriptorium. After severa moments, the words and murmurs died away.

“You! Inthegray!”

Kharl could fed his stomach tightening as he saw the young captain of
the Watch-the same young swell who had been pawing Sanyle-and

possibly one of those who had attacked and beaten Jenevra. The
captain jabbed hisfinger at Kharl. “You!”

13 YS’ w?!
“Y ou own this cooperage?’
13 YS’ $,.."

“Take him away. Hekilled the girl insde.” Behind the captain'svoice
was a hint of something, something dmost like satisfaction, Kharl

thought.

Three armsmen moved out from behind the captain and toward Kharl,
each with along truncheon at the ready.

“No! | didn't kill her. I didn't kill anyone.” Kharl stepped back.
“That'swhat they dl say.” The captain made amotion.

Kharl took another step backward. “Y ou've got the wrong person. |
was out here fighting the fire. Everyone here knowsthat.”



“A convenient diverson, no doubt.” The young captain smiled. “You
and dl your friends down here need to learn some respect for the law,
and for those who rule Brysta.”

“I didntdoit,” Kharl protested.
“Takehim,” snapped the captain, sill smiling.
Kharl wondered if he should try to run.

Then asearing blow struck him from behind. He tried to turn, and he
was struck again.

“Nol!” screamed someone.

That wasthe last word Kharl heard before he toppled into blackness.

IX

here was alow groan, then another. After atime, Kharl redized that he
was the one groaning. He closed his mouth, and the sound stopped.
Around him was darkness. Underneath him was something hard-very
hard, dimy, and damp. His head was pounding. He levered one hand
under him, then the other. His hand dipped, and hetried again. It took
him more tries than he could count to get into agtting postion.

He put his hand to the back of his heed, gently, wincing ashis

fingers touched the huge lump there. As helowered hishand, in the
dimnessthat waslike night, he could barely make out the dark
substance on hisfingertips- blood.

Hiseyestook in the areaaround him. Hewasin asmall, sonewalled
chamber with aheavy door that had but the smallest peephole, through
which afant glow of light seeped, so little that he could not tell whether
it was day or night.

“What you in herefor?’



Kharl turned his head quickly, and more pain lanced through his skull.
The words came from afigure sitting propped againgt the outside stone
wal.

“They say | killed someone. | didn't.”

“That'swhat everyone says.” The shadowy figure cackled. “None of us
did nothin', we didn't, and some of usdidn't.”

Kharl started to respond, but then winced as pain stabbed through his
skull.

“Don't matter what you did. Justicer's going to say you did, 'lesshe
finds someone e se who did. That doesn't happen much.”

Kharl eased himsdlf acrossthe damp and dimy stone floor to the other
sde of the cdl, leaning back gingerly, careful not to bang his head
againg therough wall stones.

“Y ou don't look like an assassin or adocker,” offered the other man.

“I'm acooper.” Kharl took a deeper breath and wished he had not.
Theair wasrank with the odors of unwashed bodies, filth, and worse.

“Cooper, huh. Y ou agood cooper?’
“I thought s0.”
“Why'd you kill someone, risk losing dl that?’

“I didn't,” Kharl said tiredly. “My neighbor's shop caught on fire. | was
fighting thefire, and someone cut the throat of one of those
black-gtaffersin my shop.”

“Ha They'll hang you quick asthey can. Lord West, he don't want to
tell the black demons that the murderer got away. Don't want them
shelling Brysta. No, ser. That he don't. Hang anyone he can to stop
thet.”



Kharl could see the truth in what the other had said. But what could he
do?“They don't let anyone see you here?’

“You jesting? Won't see anyonetill you go before the justicer. That'd
be Reynol, ‘cause he hangs everyone, and that's what they'll want. Four
sentences-that's al they got. Fogging, timein the quarries, cut off a
hand

or foot or both, or hang you. Y ou, they'll hang. Don't matter you did it
or

“Y ou're cheerful.” Kharl swallowed.

“Yep. Chearful Kg, that'swhat they cal me.”
“What about you? Why are you here?’
“Me?1 caled that pigswill Egen abawdson.”
“For that, you'rein here?’

“Lucky to be alive. Egen's Lord West's youngest, captain in the Watch.
Likesgirls, young girls. Didn't know hewaswatchin'... said hewasn't
man enough to handle areal woman. Whole tavern laughed. Didn't say
nothing. When | came out later, hismen werewaitin'.... and

herel am.”

Kharl had the sinking feding that Egen and the young swell who'd
attacked Sanyle and Jenevrawere the same man. There were too many
coincidences... far too many.

He could fed himself beginning to sweet, and with the nauseahe was
feding intermittently, he wondered if he could hold hisgutsin.

“Egen... red pissprick... and hisdaddy just looks the other way...”



That didn't surprise Kharl.

X

A day passed, and then another. Kharl thought it might have been three
days since thefire, and snce someone had killed Jenevra. That was if
he'd only been knocked out for lessthan aday. He walked back and
forth, if taking three small steps between walls could be called walking.
He stopped and coughed, then walked some more.

“That won't do any good,” observed Kg from the corner of the cell-
the opposite outside corner from the dop bucket. “1 know,” Kharl
replied, “but | can't just Sit here.”

“Might aswel. Not goin' anywhere. Except dancin’ on air.”

“If it's so important to hang me,” Kharl said, “why hasn't anyone done

anything?”

“Youinahurry to get strung up?’ asked Kg.
“No.”

“Then don't ask for it.”

“But, I'd think...”

“Simple. They brought you in on Sixday. Justicersand lords like long
end-days. Lord West is gettin' old. Needs the days off to keep his sons
at bay. Today's oneday, | figure. Takes aday for the scrivenersto
write up thingsformal like. Maybe longer. They don't hurry onceyoure
locked away. They won't come for you till tomorrow, earliest.”

“What about you?’

“Leave me herefor another eightday. Drag me out and flog me, if I'm
lucky... Egen's<till apissprick.”



“Why doesn't Lord West rein him in?’

“'Cause he'sasmart pissprick. Never gets caught. Always bringsyou
inlaw-like. Me, drunk too much. Claimed | was soused and disorderly.
Waslucky. He'd been redly put out, and he'd aplanted alady's
brooch or somethin' on me. That'swhat he did to Fliser. Twice.

Second time, they hung him.”

“Lord West knows that?’

“Knows some of it. Doesn't care, 1'd say. Older son, Osten, he's more
like hisfather. Rotten, but not al the way through like Egen. What they

sy anyway....”

Kharl wanted to shake his head. He'd dways suspected those sorts of
things happened, but when held suggested it to Charee, sheld have
nothing to do with his suggestions. For her, al that mattered was that
the streets were orderly, no matter how Lord West and his justicers got
thejob done.

“Not s0 bad as Gorl, though...”

Kharl was certain that he didn't want to hear about Gorl, but there was
no way to stop the garrulous Kgj, and he supposed, no reason to. All
Kharl could do wasto walk afew steps and fret, or sit and stew. He
tried not to breathe deeply as he walked back acrossthe cell.

Xl

Despite Kg's predictions, the gaolers did not come for Kharl until
threeday, dightly before midmorning. They took abucket and splashed
water over hishands and face and let him dry both with asmdl rough
towd . Then they bound his hands before him and marched him up the
narrow stone staircase. He climbed three flights of stepswith centers
hollowed by years of wear before they reached a door that led out into
the courtyard of the Justicers Hall. The sky was gray, threatening rain,
but the stone pavement was dry. Kharl glanced at the gallows scaffold



at the north end of the courtyard, and below it, the flogging frames.

How had it al cometo pass? All hed done wastry to help two women
and anelghbor, and he was going to be hanged for akilling he

hadn't done?

The unseasonably cool wind carried a sour odor to and around Kharl,
asmel smilar to rotting fish, even as he kept looking at the scaffold.

“Y ou'll be seeing that soon enough, fellow.” One of the gaoler's
armsmen sad, yanking Kharl to start him across the courtyard toward
the narrow door at the back of the Hall.

Kharl sumbled, then caught his balance, walking deliberately. The
armsmen did not try to hurry him. When they reached the outer door,
one stepped ahead and opened it. Insde, they guided Kharl along a
narrow corridor that ended at another door, which the same armsman
opened, and which led into afoyer. On the left Sde of the foyer wasa
single set of double doors, through which the three proceeded.

The chamber in which Kharl found himsdf waslarge, but not so large
asthe outsde of the Justicers Hall would have suggested. The width
was about thirty cubits, thelength fifty, and the calling height was
roughly ten. At the end of the chamber were two daises, one behind the
other, each holding a podium desk of age-darkened white oak that had
turned a deep brownish gold. At the seat behind the lower daissat a
round-faced, blocky, and gray-haired man with a square-cut gray

beard who wore a blue velvet gown, trimmed in black.

The single seat on the upper dais, its high, carved back gilded and
upholstered in blue velvet, was vacant.

Kharl and the two armsmen stopped beside aheavyset manina
blue-and-gold tunic, who looked to the armsmen. “Y ou should have
brought him sooner.” Then helifted the heavy staff and rapped it on the
stones of the floor three times, hard enough that the sound echoed



through the chamber. All the murmurs died away. “All stand!”
Since Kharl was on hisfeet, he merely kept standing.

“|sthere one who would take the Justicer's Chalenge?’ intoned the
bailiff, barely pausing before continuing. “ There being none, the cooper
Kharl is here, accused of murder, to be brought before justice!”

Kharl wondered what the Justicer's Challenge was, and who might take
it-or why-but no one said anything abot it.

The man at the lower dais stood, his eyesfixing on the armsmen and
Kharl.

“Bailiff,” intoned the justicer after he stood, * bring forth the cooper
Kharl.”

“That'syou,” murmured one of the armsmen. “ Step firm.”

Escorted by the two armsmen, Kharl walked to the armless chair setin
the open space forward of the rows of benches. Standing before the
benches to the right were severd armsman and the Watch captain who
had ordered Kharl taken. Before the benches to the left were Charee,
Father Jorum, and Mallamet, the cooper whose shop was on Eighth
Cross and Cargo Road.

“Keep standing,” whispered the armsman.

“Y ou, the cooper Kharl, have been charged with the murder of the
blackstaffer Jenevra. What you say or believeis not aquestion. We are
here to do justice, and that justice isto determine whether you killed
that blackstaffer.” The justicer cleared histhroat, then seated himsdif.

From behind Kharl came arap of the gaff. “ All may st.”
“Sit down,” hissed the armsman.

Kharl sat, ams till bound before him. He looked at the justicer, but



the man never seemed to look back at him.
“Judtice calls upon Egen, captain of the Watch,” cdled the judticer.

The captain stood and stepped forward until he was but four paces
back from the dais. He bowed. “Lord Justicer Reynal.”

“Y ou arrested the cooper. Please tell the Hall what happened.”
“Yes, Lord Justicer.” Egen bowed again before speaking. “It waslast

sxday. Someone rang thefire bells, and we proceeded up Crafters
Lane. When we arrived at thefire-it was at the scriptorium-the crafters
and the scrivener had quenched thefire, but someone was screaming.
She said something like, 'No! She'sdead. Y ou cut her throat.' That
waswhat | heard.”

“That's not-" Kharl started.

“Silence! You will be heard, cooper,” added the justicer. “Continue, i
you will, Captain Egen.”

“We'd come because of thefire. Sometimes, thieves set them, and
sometimes peopletry to loot shops. So, when | heard that, | went into
the cooper's shop and found the blackstaffer. She was on the floor, and
her throat had been cut.” Egen inclined his head dightly. “Therewasa
bloody knife next to the body. The cooper's apprentice admitted that
the knife belonged to the cooper, that it was adrawing knife. His
consort had accused him in public. Hetried to escape, and it took three
armamen to subdue him.”

Reynol nodded. “That will bedl for the moment. Please remain here
intheHdl.
“Yes, Lord Judticer.” Egen bowed again, politely.

“Charee, consort of Kharl, please stand and come forward.”



Charee stood. Her steps toward the dais were unsteady. She did not
look at Kharl, and her eyes were fixed on the floor stones before her.

“You are Charee, consort of Kharl. Isthat correct?’
“Yes... Lord.”

“Y ou understand that you must tell the truth, and that if you do not, you
aso will be punished?’

“Yes, Lord.” Charee'svoicetrembled.
“How did the blackstaffer come to the cooperage?’

“Kharl carried her in. Sheld been besten, bad, ser, left inthe
ser-viceway to die. We couldn't leave her on the Street, but...” Charee
looked down.

1] GO m.”

“Um... blackgaffers... I'd heard tdes... and | told Kharl she could
stay, but only in the shop, not in our quarters up the stairs, and that she
had to leave soon as she could.”

“What did he say?’
“He said we couldn't throw her out on the Street.”
“What happened after that?’

“We put her on the old apprentice's pallet in the shop, and | cleaned
her up, and got her some blankets. She dept some, then woke up, but
she couldn't see proper. Said she was seeing two instead of one-”

“How long was she in the shop?”’

“Let'ssee, ser. It wasfourday when Kharl found her, and sixday
when... when thefire happened.”



“Tel uswhat hagppened that morning.”

“I brought down some bread and cider, and the blackstaffer's clothes.
I'd mended them. | helped her dress. See... we were going to take her
to Father Jorum so she wouldn't be in the shop once she could walk
and get around. Then | went upstairsto get the morning med for Kharl
and the boys. Kharl ate and came down to the shop. A whilelater, |
heard aboom, and people ydling, and then there was smoke. | came
down and... | thought shewaslying down... except there was
blood... and shewasn't moving, and | ran out front and told everyone.”

“What did you say? Do you recall the exact words?’

“I... I said... | think | said... 'No! She'sdead. Someone cut her
throat.”

“You didn't say that your consort cut her throat?’
“No, ser.” Charee straightened.
“Areyou certain? Why didn't you?’

“It... well, ser... didn't seem hardly likely. He could have just | eft her.
No reason for him to bring her home, then cut her throat. 'Sides, he
was out front fighting thefire”

After amoment, Reynol nodded. “Y ou may return to the bench. | must
ask you to remain.”

“The cooper Mallamet, step forward.”

The stoop-shouldered older cooper stepped toward the dais with a gait
that was not quite ashuffle.

“Y our name?’
“Mallamet. I'm a cooper, honored justicer.”

“Y ou know you must tell the truth or face punishment?’



“Yes sor.”
“What do you know of the prisoner Kharl?’
“He's a cooper, ser.” Mallamet looked at the smooth stone floor tiles.

“He's accused of killing ablackstaffer from Reduce. What do you
know of this?’

“He had her in hisshop. | knew that, ser. And he was making black

oak barrdls. Hewas using her to use order to make his barrels better
than he could hissdIf

“How did you know that?’
“Everyone knew that.”
“How did you know that?’

“Folks at the Tankard were talking about it, how he wasworkin' |ate,
no one around, and they heard her chanting stuff.”

“Lord West's wizard has ingpected those barrel's, and thereisno
additional order infused in them.”

“I wasjust tdlin' what | knew.”

“Did you tell everyonethis so that you could take businessfrom the
cooper Kharl?’

‘G
“Y ou heard the question, cooper.”

“Ser... | wasjust telin' what | heard...”
“Baliff!”

“Lord Justicer.” The bailiff stepped forward.



“Have the cooper Mdlamet taken into custody for false witness. Ten
lashes”

“Armsmen! Tothefore!”
“Ser... no, ser. | wasjust tdlin'.”
“Slencd”

Kharl just watched, totally puzzled, astwo armsmen escorted Mallamet
out of the Hall of Jugtice. If the justicer and Lord West wanted to hang
Kharl, why were they arresting Malamet? But why had the justicer not
asked more questions about what had happened?

“The cooper Kharl.”
“Stand,” hissed one of the armsmen behind Kharl.

Kharl lurched to his feet, unsteadily. “Lord Justicer.” He bowed his
head, then looked up, straight at the justicer.

“Earlier, cooper, you had objected to the testimony of Captain Egen.
Now, you have a chanceto tell what happened.”

“Honored judticer,” Kharl began carefully, “it al sarted when | was
carrying sealant back from Hyesal the apothecary's shop...” Hetold
the entire sory asit had happened, ending with, “... and when the
captain said I'd killed her, | tried to explain that | hadn't done anything.
| didn't run. | didn't do anything except | said | didn't do it, and then
someone hit me over the head, and | woke up in gaol.”

“How do you explain that the blackstaffer was killed with one of your
drawing knives?’

“There were lots of people around the front of the shop, ser. Anyone
could havewaked in. Also, I'm not akiller. I mean, | don't know how
to use aknifethat way. | wouldn't know whereto start.”



“Most crafters have away to defend their shops. What isyours?’
“I keep acudgel close by, ser. It's close enough to aforge hammer...”

“And you are a cooper, and that means using aforge. Had you
unbanked your forge that morning?’

“No, ser. Charee and | had to walk Jenevra-she was the blackstaffer-
to Father Jorum's. | didn't want to waste the charcod .”

“Have you anything dseto say?’
“I didntdoit, ser.”
“But you did try to get away from the armsmen, did you not?’

“No, ser. | said | didn't do it. | might have backed up one step, but |
didnt try to get away. They were saying | did something | didn't.”

“That will bedl. Please be seated.”

Kharl fdt asthough the justicer hadn't really paid any attention to his
words. But there was no way out of the Hall, not with his hands bound,
and armsmen behind him and al around the Hall.

“Lord judticer!” The bailiff in gold and blue rapped his saff on the stone
floor of the chamber.

Thejusticer looked at the functionary. “Y es, bailiff?’
“Your honor... thereisawitness. He has a pass from the Quad-rancy.”

Thefrown of the justicer was 50 fleeting that Kharl would not have
seen it had he even blinked. “Very well. Have him step forward and
date hisname.”

There was adight sound behind the justicer, and adender, gray-haired
man, clean-shaven and in blue velvet, histunic trimmed in gold, dipped
into the seat at the higher dais behind the justicer, a seat that had been



vacant throughout the trid. Even from where he sat, Kharl could see
that the newcomer was old, and that there were dark circlesringing his

deep-set eyes.

Thefigure who stepped forward from beside the bailiff asawitness
was Tyrbd, wearing the black robe that he had told Kharl wasfor
appearances before the judticers.

“Sate your name.”

“I am Tyrbel, scrivener of Brysta, your honor of justice.” The scrivener
bowed deeply.

“What have you to say to what has been offered as evidence, master
scrivener?*

“What | haveto say, your honor of justice, ismost plain.” Tyrbel
looked squardly at the justicer. “Kharl could not have killed the
black-gaffer. Heisagood man, but there is another reason why he
could not have killed her. She was till alive when he left his cooperage
to fight thefire, and he was till with me and the others using the
buckets when his consort came out to tell him that something terrible
had happened.”

“How do you know the blackstaffer was il dive?” Thejudticer'sface
bore more curiosity than anger.

“I saw her leaning on hisworkbench through the window when | cdled
for help. Shewas till sanding there when Kharl came out.”

“ S0 your scriptorium was burning, and you had timeto watch?’ The
justicer's sarcasm was scarcely velled.

Kharl looked at Tyrbel. The scrivener was perfectly cam. What Tyrbel
sad wastrue. Jenevrahad been dive. But Tyrbel had not actudly seen
that, and Kharl had not talked to Tyrbel since the murder.



“I only watched for amoment. It was long enough to see that Kharl
had heard and was coming to help.”

“Judticer?’ interjected the clean-shaven and ederly man in the high
sedt, before another word could be said.

“Yes, Lord West?’

Lord West looked squardly at the scrivener. “ Are you absolutely
certain that the cooper could not have turned back and killed the
black-gtaffer?’

“Yes, Lord. | had barely reached thefire barrel when Kharl was
besdeme”

“And he had no blood on him?” asked the lord.

“No, ser.”

“Does he wear the same garments now asthen?’

Tyrbd turned and studied Kharl. “ Y es, ser. They are more soiled, but
they arethe same.”

“| would note, Lord Justicer, that while thereisfilth on histunic, there
does not seem to be any blood.”

“Itisso noted,” replied Reynal.
Lord West sat back, an amused expression on hisface.

Kharl didn't know what to think. One moment, he was convinced he
would be hanged, and the next Lord West was suggesting that he could
not have killed Jenevra

“Jorum, priest of the Sovereign, please come forward.”

Father Jorum rose from one of the benchesto the left and walked



forward, past Kharl.

“I will not trouble you with reminders, Jorum. Just answer directly.”
“Yes, Lord Judticer.”

“What did the woman Charee say to you about the blackstaffer?’

“Very little, ser. She said that someone had been hurt and that she
wanted them to finish recovering away from the cooperage.”

“Away from the cooperage? Did she say why?’

“Sheonly said that she didn't want the person to stay at the
cooper-age.”

“She gave no reason?’

“No, ser. Except she said that she was having trouble with Kharl over
it. She said that she might ask meto talk to the cooper.”

“Didyou?’
“No, ser. She never did ask me.”
“Has shetdked to you snce?’

“She came to me on sixday and asked me what to do about her
consort. She told me that the Watch had taken the body of the
blackstaffer and that they had taken Kharl. She was very upset.”

“Did she say anything about the killing?’

“She only said that she wished it had not happened, that she wished the
blackstaffer had never come to Brysta, and that she wished that she
had not alowed the woman even in the cooperage.”

“Wasthat al?’



“She asked for meto pray for her and her children.”
“Y ou may return to the bench, Jorum.”

The priest inclined his head, then stepped back.
“Captain Egen,” Reynal stated. “ Approach the dais.”

Egen rose, amost languidly, and stepped forward, stopping and
bowing.

“When you arrived with the Watch, Captain, did anyone have blood on
their clothing?’ asked the judticer.

Egen frowned for amoment, asif recalling, before spesking. “The

cooper's consort did. She was the only one. There was blood on her
blouse*

“Did you examine the body?’

“Yes sar.”

“How was the blackstaffer killed?”

“The blackstaffer had alarge jagged cut across her neck, ser.”
“A jagged cut?’

“Yes s

“Did you look at the barrels of the cooper?’

Kharl frowned. What did his barrels have to do with anything?
“Yes, sar.”

“Arethey well made?’

“Very well made, ser, in my judgment, but | am not a cooper.”



“And the cooper wasnot ill or trembling, or drunk when your men took
him into custody?’

“No, ser. Hewas quitein possession of himsdlf.”

“You may stand back, captain.” Thejugticer looked to the bailiff.
“Have the woman Charee step forward.”

Chareelooked from the justicer to the bailiff before stepping toward
thedais.

“Did you likethe blackstaffer?”

Charee seemed to step back.

“Would you answer the question?’

“No, ser.”

“Why not?

“They're...”

“They'rewha?’

“They'reevil...”

Reynol nodded. “ Do you ever work with the cooper's tools?’
“No, ser. | see'em, but | don't work with them.”

“Could you explain why you had blood on your blouse?’

“Blood... on me?'Cause | saw her lyin' there, and | bent down to see
what was the matter. She was dead.”

“Areyou certain of that?’ asked thejusticer. “ 'Course she was dead.”

“I'll ask you again. Areyou certain the blackstaffer was dead?’ Kharl
glanced from the justicer to his consort, and back again. He didn't



understand the questions, or the reason for them.
“Shewas dead.”
Reynol nodded, then gestured to the bailiff. “Restrain her.”

“No! | didn't do nothing!” Charee protested, turning, then stopping as
two armsmen appeared and bound her hands behind her back.

“The Hall of Justice has heard enough.”
“All stand!” The bailiff rgpped the stone floor with the staff.

One of the armsmen had to drag Kharl to hisfeet. The cooper looked
blankly at the justicer.

“There are anumber of facts of great import here. First, the cooper
was fighting the fire, and noted witnesses saw him doing so, and aso
saw the blackstaffer alive. Second, dead bodies do not bleed
profusely. There may be someblood, but it islimited. Third, the dash
on the black-gtaffer's neck was ajagged cut. Although the cut was
made with a cooper's knife, the cooper isaman skilled with the use of
aknife, and the cut was made with aless skilled hand. Fourth, the
cooper had no signs of blood on histunic. Only one person did, and
that person had to be the killer of the blackstaffer.”

“No!” Kharl exclamed.
“Slencel”
“Keep your trap shut,” hissed one of the armsmen holding Kharl.

The justicer looked squarely at Charee. “Y ou would have let your
consort diefor an act you committed. That is most heinous. Y ou have
been found guilty of the murder of the blackstaffer Jenevra”

“No... no...” Thedightest of sobs escaped Charee.

Reynal turned his eyes upon Kharl. “Y ou did not kill, but you alowed



the killing to take place. Further, you resisted the lawful authority of the
Watch. Of both offenses are you guilty.” The justicer turned and
looked to Lord West. “ The woman Charee has been found guilty of
murdering the backstaffer, and the cooper Kharl has been found guilty
of failing to protect the defenseless under his care and of resisting lawful
authority.”

“So beit,” intoned the lord. He looked to Charee, who looked down
at the polished stones of the floor, then to Kharl.

The cooper returned the gaze of the Lord of the Quadrant, fearlesdy.

“The sentence for the woman Charee is desth by hanging. The cooper
is sentenced to twenty lashes for neglect, and another ten for insolence
to civil authority. Let the sentences be carried out immediately. Justice
delayed isjustice denied.” West struck the silver chime that

rested on the desk of the dais before him. “Jugticing is done.”
Thetwo armsmen tightened their grip on Kharl.

“Y ou aren't going to make trouble, now, cooper?’

“No...” Kharl choked.

How could he? What could he do, with armsmen al around him, and
the insufferable swell Egen and another group of armsmen standing by?
Hewatched, sllently, as Charee was haf carried, half dragged, away.

“Just turn real easy, cooper.”

Kharl turned. He il didn't understand. Charee couldn't have killed
Jenevra, could she? Why would she have done that? It didn't fedl right.

Hislegs moved, and he saw, but he was not redlly aware of what he
saw or where he walked, not until the armsmen brought him up short
outsdein the courtyard under the gray sky, just short of the center

flogging frame.



“Now, were going to untie your hands, cooper. Y ou try to get away,
and it's another twenty strokes. That makesfifty, and most men don't
livewithfifty.”

Kharl nodded. He understood, not that it mattered in some ways, but
he didn't see any point in doing something stupid that could get him
killed for nothing.

Once Kharl was secured to the flogging frame, Captain Egen

appeared, stepping forward and motioning the armsmen away,
including the one with the whip. He stopped |ess than two cubits from
the cooper. When the captain spoke, his voice was soft and very low.
“Usually, we do the flogging firgt, but then you wouldn't be able to see
what happened to your consort, and | want you to see that, cooper. |
want you to understand that Lord West isthe law. | want you to
understand that it is not ever agood ideato think that you should judge
or question your betters.” Egen paused. “Now, do you have anything
tosay?’

Kharl had plenty to say, but not where hewas. “No, ser.”

“Y ou should never have intruded on the affairs of your betters, cooper.
Perhaps you can learn. If you cannot... well, you will see how youll
end up. It'sonly amatter of time.” Egen smiled and stepped back.

Kharl wanted to look away, but thought that would be cowardice of a
sort. He watched as Charee haf walked, and was haf dragged, up the
stepsto the scaffold platform. Overhead, the gray cloudsroiled and
darkened, but without thunder, and without rain.

Two of thearmsmen tied her wrists together, behind her back.

“l didn't doit-" Charee'swords were faint but clear. “1 didn't. Shewas
dead-"

“Enough.” The burly hangman pulled aheavy black bag over Charee's
head, then put the noosein place.



An off-tempo drumroll echoed through the courtyard, athough Kharl
could not see the drummer.

The hangman stepped back and pulled alever. The trap dropped.
Kharl winced.

Within moments, Chareg's body hung limply.

“Begin theflogging!” snapped Egen.

Kharl didn't fed thelash for the first stroke, and not much for the
second.

Helos track after ten, and he didn't fed the last ones, ether. That was
because hefdt nothing at all.

Xl

At some point, Kharl recalled being dragged into a cart, facedown. But
each timethe cart rolled over something, his back turned from amass
of paininto lightning strikes of agony, followed by blackness. About the
time when he struggled into wakefulness again, despite the searing pain
across hisback, severa people carried him somewhere, saying things
he should have recalled, but didn't.

When he woke, thin knives of pain dashed down his back.

“I know. It hasto hurt. But they flogged your tunic and undertunic into
your skin, and if | don't clean it out, it will fester, and you will die.”

Kharl knew he should recognize the woman's voice, but the pain
washed over him so frequently that he could not concentrate. “Go
ahead,” hemumbled, hisfingers digging into something.

Another strip of pain lanced down his back.



“I'm sorry, but the cloth, some of it, is matted into your flesh, and
there's even sdt they poured in some places.” The voicetrembled for a
moment.

In amoment of clarity, Kharl recognized the spesker. “ Sanyle?”’

“Yes. Father asked if 1'd help. I've been cooking for the boys and
watching over you.”

“Thark... you...”

“Jugt try to liedtill. I'm mostly finished. Then | can clean out the rest of
the wounds. Father gave me something that will help numb your back
when I'm done.”

“Go...on..."

Agony dternated with blackness until hefinally succumbed totaly to the
darkness. Even then, the darkness wasfilled with unseen flame.

When Kharl woke again, he was lying facedown on his own bed-the
bed he and Charee had shared for so many years. He swallowed,
thinking, for there had been good times, if few in recent years. The
thoughts of what had happened so suddenly and for so little reason
swirled through hismind. At the sametime, his back was till amass of
pain, and even the dightest movement intengified the agony.

Between the two kinds of pain, it was awhile before he redlized
someone e'sewasin the small bedchamber. Even so, he had to squint
to make out the figure sitting on the stool opposite the side of the bed
his head faced.

“Warrl?" Kharl croaked the single name.

“It'sme, Da” Warrl stood and went to the door. “He'sawake.” Then
he returned and sat back down.

Kharl said nothing. What could he say?*



“Da... Sanylesaid... shesad... they hung Ma... Why did they do it?
Madidn't do anything.”

Kharl tried to speak, but al he could do was cough, and for amoment,
or longer, blackness washed over him.

Warrl was dtill sitting there when Kharl could see once more.
13 Dd?’

“They... discovered... noway... | could have... killed the
black-gtaffer... wanted someone to hang... tell the black demons...”

“Why didn't you stop them? Why didn't you... 7’

“Warrl,” came avoice from behind Kharl, Sanyl€e's soft voice, “your
father tried. My father saw it dl. Y our dastruggled against the
arms-men, but there were scores of them. That's why they whipped
him so badly. He tried to stop them, and they whipped him more.”

“... why?Hedidnt kill anyone. Madidnt, neither...”

“Let him rest, Warrl. He did the best he could. He did more than most
men in Brystawould ever try.”

Before the blackness reclaimed him, Kharl could hear Warrl sniffling,
and he wanted to reach out, to say more.

Xl

Jvharl woke abruptly, at the sound of voices beyond the closed
bedchamber door. From the light coming through the windows, and the
damp warmth, it seemed to be late afternoon or early evening. Sowly,
he managed to stand, even though every movement hurt, even after
three days when held done little except est and deep. He made hisway
to the door, putting his hand on the latch-lever. Then he stopped asthe
words in the main room began to make sense.



“... heéd never understand...”

“... seesmorethan you think...” Kharl thought the voice was Sanyl€'s,
but it was hard to tell because she was speaking much lessloudly than
Arthd.

“... never done except what he wanted.... never listened to any of us.
He should have listened to Ma.... he should have...” Artha'svoice was
loud and angry.

“... donemore than you've seen, Arthd....”
“...yourejust sweet on him... Manot even gone an eightday...”

“ ... whowould cook and take care of him? Y ou? Y ou can't firethe
stove or boil water.”

“...can, too...”
“...notthat I'veseen...”

“Why should ... after what hedid... hasn't even written Aunt
Merayni...”

Kharl winced at that. He should write Merayni, or even take aday to
go vigt hisconsort's sster. The thought was painful, because Merayni
would blame him. She had atongue far sharper than Charee's had ever
been.

Thewords died awvay.

Kharl coughed, then rattled the |atch-lever before easing the door
open. He stepped through the doorway, then stopped. The two who
had been arguing were Arthd and Sanyle. Tyrbel's youngest daughter,
more than two years older than Artha, was dim and dark-haired, but
with overlarge eyes and anose dightly larger and sharper than her face

merited.



“Da...?" began Arthd, looking toward Kharl. “It hurts,” Kharl
admitted. “But lying around isn't going to keep the cooperage going, or
bringincoins”

“I suppose not,” Arthd replied.

“Doing too much too soon won't help much either,” suggested Sanyle.
“Why don't you sit down at the table? Supper's almost ready.”

“Wheres Warrl?’

“He was checking the door bars down below,” Sanyle said. “He
should be back here any moment.” She turned back toward the stove.

Kharl eased hisway into the chair where he usudly sat, but he had to
St on the edge so that his shoulders wouldn't touch the wooden
gpokes. He glanced toward the stove, where Sanyle was standing and
where Charee had so often stood. For amoment, his eyes clouded,
and he could not even see. Hislipstightened. Charee had been right
about Jenevra bringing trouble. Charee had been right about many
things. But what was he supposed to have done? Let the blackstaffer
die?

The door from the shop swung open, then closed with a thud.

“Everything's barred up, and | closed the shutters, too,” Wartrl
announced even before he stepped into the main room.

“Thank you,” Kharl said.
“Da... youreup.”

“After afashion,” Kharl admitted. “1'm dow. Probably be afew days
before | can do much in the shop.” Or anywhere else, he suspected.

“Y ou going to keep on with the shop?’ asked Warrl.

“I'm acooper. What elsewould | do?’



“Without Ma...?’

“It will be hard,” Kharl admitted.

Sanyle carried the stewpot to the table, setting it on the old wooden
trivet.

Kharl just looked at the pot, but his eyes blurred, and he couldn't really
see. After amoment, hesaid, “Sanyle... best... you serve...”

“It'sthe best | could do... and the bread's alittle too crisp...”
“Be... fine...” Kharl choked.
“Father sent over somede. Said it would help you. It'sin your mug.”

“You... thank him...” Kharl reached gratefully for the mug andthe de
it held. Theaemight hdp. It might.

X1V

wo mornings later, Kharl donned just an undertunic-a soft and old
one-above his heavy brown boots and trousers and made his way
down to the cooperage. He dowly walked around the shop. The coals
inthe forge, banked so many days ago, had long since turned to ashes,
and the hearth was covered in afinefilm of ash powder around thefire
pot. Therewasafilm of dust over everything.

He walked toward the wall where the apprentice's pallet had been. It
was gone, and someone had scrubbed the floor planks. He leaned
over. Set on the bottom of the finishing bench were the black staff and
Jenevra's pack. He wondered why the staff had been |eft. Because no
one wanted to touch it? Or had it just been overlooked and forgotten?

Hisfingers brushed the saff. For dl that it had lain under the bench for
more than an eightday, the wood il felt warm to histouch. So did the
iron bands. He picked up the gaff. Hed initialy thought that it had



merely been stained dark, or that it was black oak. When he studied it
and held it, he could see that he'd been wrong. The staff waslorken,
finegrained, and amost as strong asiron, if far lighter. The bandsonit,
one near each end, and the other two equidistant between those at the
ends, were also not plain iron, but mage-fired black iron, the black iron
that could only be created in Reduce. Or so it was said.

“...awarrior'sgtaff...” He shook his head and leaned the staff against
thewall. Then he stooped and picked up the canvas pack and set it on
thefinishing bench.

Had Jenevraleft anything in it that might have alowed someoneto
contact family? Did she even have any? Sowly, he untied the thongs
and opened the flaps, beforelooking insde. There were clean
underclothes, and one spare set of trousers, and beneath that a soiled
tunic

and undertunic, and beneath them aleather-bound book and a pouch.
In the pouch were clean rags and a bar of rose soap. That wasall.

Kharl replaced everything in the pack, except for the book, which he
placed on the corner of the finishing bench before walking toward the
front of the shop. There, he ddliberately unfastened the shutters and
swung them back. After that, he unbarred the front door, opened it,
and peered out. The day was cloudy, although the clouds were high
and light gray, if thick. Rain would not arrive before afternoon, if at all.
He glanced westward. Tyrbel's glass had been repaired, and the
window frames replaced and painted, but, without walking over to the
window and peering through it, there was no way to tdll if the scrivener
had placed other books in the display window.

The cooper stepped back into his cooperage, counting the barrel
shooks till in the high racks. He moved to the tool rack. Everything
was there, except for his best drawing knife. Hed missthat, but he
counted himsdlf well off that nothing el se seemed to be gone. He turned
to the planer, as dusty aseverything dse.



There was the sound of boots on the steps, and Kharl looked to the
dairs.

Arthd stood hdfway down, with acanvas duffel dung over hisright
shoulder. He looked at his father without speaking.

“Y ou might havetold me,” Kharl said, mildly.
“What isthereto say?’ Arthd'svoice wasflat.
“Where you're going,” the cooper suggested.

“The Fleuryl had an opening for a carpenter's apprentice. | took it.
Y ou dready said that you wouldn't stop meif there was a position.”

Kharl refrained from saying that he had been spesking of apostionin
Brysta. After what he had heard of the conversation between Sanyle
and Artha two nights before, he saw no point in arguing over his past
words. Hefinaly spoke. “I wish you wedll, son. | hopeit turnsout as
youwould like”

“Could it turn out worse than staying here?’ asked Artha coldly,
making hisway to the bottom of the steps, then shifting the duffel to the
other shoulder.

“It could, but, for your sake, | hopeit doesn't.” Kharl forced afaint
smile. “Y ou might remember that | was your age once. We al were.”

Artha wasslent, hiseyesavoiding Kharl's.
“Youthink | could have done more. Y ou think that you could have

done more had you been in my boots. | hope you never find yourself in
them, not that way.

“Da... | don't want to say more.”

After amoment, Kharl nodded. “Then you'd better go. You're
welcome here anytimeif you change your thoughts.”



Arthal walked silently to the door of the cooperage.
Kherl did not follow him.

Then the younger man stopped. “ Good-bye, Da.” He turned without
waliting for aresponse.

“Good-bye.” Kharl watched as the door closed. Hisvision blurred for
amoment, and helifted hisarm to blot his eyes, ignoring the additiond
pain the motion caused. Neither boy was happy with him. Not happy?
Both werefilled with anger and bitterness directed at him, asif heaone
hed killed their mother.

Artha was ready to waste hislife at sea, and Warrl had bolted out
early, saying he had to catch up on hislessonswith Master Fonwyl,
rather than stay anywhere near hisfather.

Kharl took a deep breath and walked to the racks where the shooks
were stacked, dowly taking down enough for asingle red oak dack
barrel. Each mation hurt.

Hed haveto take histime. That he knew. But what € se could he do?

Hed laid out the shooks, set up the planer, and shaped four of the
shooks into rough staves when the door to the cooperage opened, and
Tyrbd walked in.

Kharl eased the shook he was working away from the planer and took
hisfoot off the drive pedd. He set the shook on the bench and walked
forward to meet the scrivener.

“Kharl...  anso sorry...” began Tyrbdl.

The cooper shook his head. *Y ou have nothing to be sorry aboui.
Should have come over to thank you-for my life twice over. Without
you and Sanyle, I'd not be here. I'm till not thinking asaman should...”

“You'velost your consort, and you've taken aflogging that would have



killed alesser man, my friend.” Tyrbd smiled warmly. “ Perhgps
because | work with words, | know their limits. I've seen your acts,
and they arefar more eloquent than any words. | did what | could.”
The scrivener looked down. “I didn't have any ideathat... Justicer
Reynal... | didn't know he could do something that base...”

“Until | wasinthegaol, neither did I.” Kharl cleared histhroat. “ The
man with me... K§... hesaid that I'd hang. He said that Lord West
needed to hang someone to keep Reduce from shelling Brysta.”

“Reduceisnot that vindictive,” replied Tyrbd. “ That was an excuse
because you stood up to Egen.”

“Kg said hewasapissprick.”

“I know. They hung Kg yesterday. | had to be at the Hall for
something se when it happened.”

“They hung him? For calling Captain Egen aname? For being
drunk?*

“The charge was that he was athief, that he'd stolen some of the coin
he'd used at the Tankard, and that the other was counterfeit, and that
he'd been found guilty four times before.”

“1 don't know,” Kharl said heavily. “He didn't seem that type.”

“I doubt hewas,” Tyrbel said. “Light! | wish that we had someone of
character these days, someone who would take the Justicer's Challenge
and remove Reynol. HE's but atool of young Egen.” Tyrbe laughed
ruefully. “ Of course, Lurtedd isatool of Ogten.”

“Judticer's Challenge?’ Held heard of it, but would anyone dare? How
didit work?

“Oh... it'saway that aman learned in law and justice can chdlenge a
judticer. But it's seldom done, becausg, if hefails, he suffersthe



punishment of those five people whose cases he takes.”

“Oh.” After amoment of slence, Kharl added, “Arthd left this
morning. He's going to be a carpenter's gpprentice on some ship.”

“I'm sure that hurts. But, given the way hefeds, it would be worse for
him to stay here. Worse for him and much worse for you.”

“Did Sanyletdl you?’

“That the boysthink it'syour fault? Yes... wewon't tell anyone else,
but she needed to talk to someone.” Tyrbd paused. “It wasn't your
fault. A man hasto be aman, or hésnothing.”

Kharl nodded. “Y ou spoke for me. Will that hurt you?’

“I would hope not.” The angular scrivener shrugged, then brushed back
alock of brown-and-silver hair. “But you risked your lifefor Sanyle.
How could | not say the truth?”

“| am grateful. Y ou were the only one.”

“Gharan would have. | asked him not to, unless something happened

L

to me. He has small children. | also let it be known that there were
many who saw that you could not have murdered the girl.”

“That way... 7’

Tyrbel nodded. “Buit... that may not have been wise. | did not think
that they would turn on Charee when they heard in open justice that
you were innocent. They did not let anyone speek for her.”



“I tried.”

“They added extralashesfor that.” Tyrbel paused. “Egen was one of
those who tried to force Sanyle, wasn't he?’

“Yes. | didn't know that until the Watch came. Kg told mewho he
was. He told me-Captain Egen did-before they whipped me, that |
should never question my betters. He said that hed hang meiif | ever
didagan.”

“Hée's petty, and meaner than amountain cat in heet, but he's cunning.
Never says anything where anyone can hear, and aways has some
reason in the law for what he does. Y ou know that they gave Malamet
just ten lashes for false witness. The lashes barely broke the skin.”

“So they can say they treated everything fair.” Kharl snorted.

Tyrbe cleared histhroat. “I know some scrivenersin Hemmen and
Vizyn. | wrote them to seeif there might be a need for coopersthere.”

“Youthink | should leave Brysta?

Tyrbel shrugged. “1 don't know. But best you keep both eyes open.
Y ou end up in gaol again, for whatever reason, and you won't walk
out, except to the gallows.”

Kharl nodded dowly.

“Y ou've got sometime. Egen's cunning. Anything hgppensto you soon,
and peoplewill talk, especialy the crafters, and that would upset Lord
West.” Tyrbel looked to the door. “I haveto go.”

“Thank you. Y ou have been afriend. A truefriend.”

“Y ou told me that was what neighbors werefor.” The scrivener smiled.
“Takeyour timein heding. Y oull need your strength.”

“| can pay Sanyle some,” Kharl said.



“Shewould like that, but you don't haveto.”
Kharl felt hedid, but he only smiled. “Y ou've both been good to us.”

After Tyrbel left, as Kharl walked back to the planer, he saw the
leather-bound book on the edge of the finishing bench. Perhaps he
should look at it in the evening. He couldn't afford enough deto take

hismind off Charee, and he till needed to write Merayni... if he could
only find thewords.

Maybe puzzling through the book would help, one way or another.

He needed something.

XV

Because he knew how Warrl felt, Kharl did not pressthe boy to
speak, except for hiswork, or request that his son stay too close to the
cooperage for the next severd days. Hedid insst on Warrl doing his
chores, and hislessons, and on eating with Kharl and Sanyle.

On fiveday evening, asthey werefinishing supper, Kharl looked at
Warrl. “How are your lessonsgoing?’

“I'm going every day. Y ou know that. Master Fonwyl saysI'll never
pass the craftmaster examination.”

“Hesad that?’

“Yes, sar,” Warrl averred.

“Did he say why?’

Warrl did not meet Kharl's eyes. Kharl waited.

“Hesaid... al order would turn to chaos before a son of yours was
allowed to be a craftmaster in Brysta”” Warrl looked up at Kharl.



“Why do they all hate you? What did you do to make them hate me?’
“They don't al hate me. Tyrbel doesn't. Gharan doesn't. Hyesdl
doesn't.”

“They don't matter. Lord West and the justicers matter. The
craft-masters matter. And they all hate you.”

“Everyone matters,” Kharl offered, not sure what he could say.

“It'snot right. They shouldn't hate me. Not because of what you did.
Not because I'm your son.”

“They shouldn't. People don't dways do what'sright. Y ou know that...
don'tyou?’

“Why...” Warrl looked up. “I'm sorry, Da...”
“Y our father did the best he could,” Sanyle said. “ There are evil

peoplein Brysta. Some of them are powerful. Do you think he should
not do good because of them?

“What good doesit do?” Warrl asked. “ The blackstaffer died, and Ma
died, and Da, he amost died.”

Kharl looked at Sanyle and gave the dightest of headshakes. He did
not want her to mention what he had done for her. That would just give
Warrl achanceto direct hisanger a her. The young woman waited for
amoment before she answered Warrl. “My father ways has said that
if you do good because you expect to be rewarded, it is not good at
al, but greed.”

“Then I'll be greedy when | get older,” Warrl sad. “What good isit if
you cant liveto enjoy it?’

Kharl cleared histhroat. “Did Master Fonwyl say if you had learned
enough to passthe magtercrafter examination if you weren't my son?’



Warrl looked up, surprised. After amoment, hereplied. “He said |
know enough.”

“Areyou tdling mewhat he said or what you think?’

“No, Da Hesaid | knew as much as most craftmasters.”

“Then, there'sno reason for you to keep taking lessons, is there?’
“Y ou mean that, Da?’

“I wouldn't say it if | didn't mean it. Of course, that meansyou'll be able
to help in the shop more.”

“That's more interesting than Master Fonwyl.” Warrl paused. “Can | go
over to Hergan's now?’

“If you're careful and back beforefull dark.”
“Thank you, Da...” Warrl looked at Sanyle. “ Thank you for dinner.”
“Y ou're welcome, Warrl.”

Neither Sanyle nor Kharl spoke until Warrl had closed the door and
headed down the stairs and through the cooperage. Kharl heard the
front door shut.

“Y ou don't want him to know that some of what you did saved
others?’ asked Sanyle.

“That would make him angry &t you. It wouldn't make him lessangry a
me.” The cooper shrugged. “Not much | can do about that.” He rose
and carried his bowl and Warrl's to the wash table.

After amoment, Sanyle followed hisexample. “I'll do the dishes” She
gmiled briefly. “'Y ou are paying me.”

“Not enough,” Kharl said. “I appreciate the cooking. Not something I'd
dowell. Not well enough to eat what | fixed.”



Hedid let Sanyle do the dishes, dthough he put them away inthesingle
cupboard, another piece of furniture he had made years before.
Thinking of that time, his eyes misted for amoment, and he shook his
head. What had happened? Did it happen to others?

He could not answer his own questions. So he put the last bowl

anay.

After Sanyle had |left, and he was donein the main room, he adjusted
the wick in the lamp on the table by the one easy chair and picked up
the black leather book he had brought up from the shop. He had to
lean back into the chair very gingerly.

Sowly, he studied the dender tome, noting the fineness of the binding.
There were no words on the cover or on the spine, just smooth black
leather. He opened the front cover to thetitle page and read the words:
The Basis of Order. That was dl. There was no explanation, and no
name for an author. He turned another page. The text began abruptly,
under asmple numerd “1.” He began to read.

Order islife; chaosisdeath. Thisisfact, not belief. Each living creature
consists of ordered partsthat must function together ...

Order extends down to the smallest fragments of the world. By
influencing the smallest ordered segmentsto creste anew and ordered
form, an order-master may change where land exists and where it does
not, whererain will fall and whereit will not... In contragt, control of
chaosissmply the ahility to sever one ordered segment of theworld
from another... without the use of order, focused destruction isthe
highest level of control to which a chaos-master can aspire...

Simple asthese words are, learning about what order and chaostruly
areisfar from smple. One might say that order islike weter, that it can
changeforms, and that it isvitd to life, and that without it nothing
lives... That islessthan the beginning...



Kharl skipped to the next page.

Learning without understanding can but increase the frustration of the
impatient, for knowledge islike the hammer of a

amith, usdessin the hands of the unskilled and able to do nothing but
injure the user who has not both knowledge and understanding. .. All
things are not possible, even to the greatest, and even to those with
underganding. ..

Kharl lowered the book, frowning, but not closing it, thinking

XVI

Onsixday, Kharl was feding stronger, but not strong enough to use the
forgeto finish the hoops for the dack barrels. Instead, he contented him
saf with working on the red oak shooks, first with the planer then
gpending time with the hollowing knife, induding some time workine
with Warrl, showing him some of the finer points of usng the knife

Just before noon, the door opened, and ashort wiry figurewith a
ginger beard and wearing a brown overtunic stepped into the cooper
age. He glanced around, then, catching sight of Kharl, squared his
shoulders, and moved toward the planer where Kharl stood From the
other workbench, Warrl watched.

“Master Sengtad,” the cooper said politely.
1] Cmpe..”

Kharl waited, suspecting he knew what was coming, but not wanting to
make matters easy for the grower.

“I'd ordered twenty barrels, tight cooperage.”
“Youdid, for harvest.”

“I canonly usefive, Kharl. I'm sorry... but the harvest isn't goineto be



that good. Too dry early in the summer.” Senstad's eyes never once
met Khan's,

Kharl could sensethelie, but he only nodded. “Been abad year for
many folk. Lesst, that'swhat they say.” *

Til pick up thefive next sxday... pay you then. That bedl right?* The
barrelsU beready.”

“Good.” Senstad paused. “I'm sorry. Y ou know how thesethingsare”
ies.Ido.It happens.”

The grower nodded and turned. At the door, he turned back. “Next
Sxday.”

“They'll beready,” Kharl promised, and that was one he could keep.
The door closed.

“Heslying,” Warrl said. “Hergan said the growers are having agood
year, bestinalong time. Why?’

“He probably owestariffs or money to Lord West. He rents some of
hisland fromthelord, | think.”

“Why did he say he wanted five barrels, then?” Warrl's face showed

puzzlement.

“If he canceled the order, he'd till owe a quarter-that'd be what hel'd
pay for five barrds. So... thisway, he getsfive good barrels, and he
doesn't lose anything, and he cantdll... everyonethat wasdl he could

do.
“Da...” Warrl findly looked down without saying more.

“Y ou can go over to Hergan'sfor atime, if you'd like.”



“I'd likethat. Y ou don't mind?’

“Youcango,” Kharl said. “I'll bedl right.”

Warrl didn't wait, and within moments Kharl wasaonein the
cooperage.

He went back to the planer.

In midafternoon there was a solid rap on the loading dock door.
Kharl frowned, but walked back to the door and opened it.

Werwa stood there, in his soiled leathers, hiswagon in the dley behind
him. “ Good afternoon, cooper.”

“Good afternoon, Werwal.”

“Wasn't sure I'd be seeing you. Not after everything | heard,” offered
therenderer. “Youfeding dl right?’

“I'vefelt better,” Kharl confessed. “ Good thing I'd finished your barrels
last eightday. Still too soreto usetheforge.”

Werwal laughed, arueful sound. “Most fellowswouldn't be standing
after what you went through.” He paused. “1 could hold off on the
barrds, if you need them for someonedse...”

“They'reready. If you want them, they're yours. Can't say as|'ve been
overrun with orders the past few days.”

“Youwont be, | fear. Egen's... let'sjust say that he didikeslosing.
Becauseyoure dive, hefedsheslog.”

“How do you know so much about him... about what goes on?’

L



Werwa's laugh was more open thistime. “No one holds their tongue
around Tenderers and rag-pickers. Who are we, dealing with the dregs
of offd?’

Kharl redlized something e se that he should have noticed sooner. The
Tenderer was far better spoken than most crafters, but that was hardly
something that he could mention. “ Alwaysfelt how aman does his craft
reckons hisvaue morethan what it is”

“Your barrels show it.” Werwal gestured to the dack barrels by the
loading door. “Are those ming?’

“Thet they are-thefirg five.”

“I'll get them. Y ou don't need to belifting them right now.”

“I canhdp...”

“Youroll them over, and I'll lift 'em,” suggested the Tenderer.

Rolling the empty barrels was no problem for the cooper, and before
long dl fivewerein the Tenderer'swagon.

Werwa closed the wagon gate and walked back to the loading door
where Kharl stood.

“I owe you three silvers and four coppers.” The Tenderer extended the
coins. “Long asyou'e here, I'll be ordering barrels. | don't need too
many, but they need to be good.”

“I thank you,” Kharl replied. *'Y ou seem free to say what you think
when otherswill not even hint at it.”

Thelanky man grinned. “Who ese would do what | do? That givesme
the freedom to say a bit more, though there are those to whom | would

not speak so fredly.”
“Y ou don't worry about it?’



“I don't worry too much,” Werwal replied. “No one else wishesto do
what | do.” The Tenderer smiled. “Y oure dwayswelcome... if you
don't mind the odor.”

“You're dwayswelcome here,” Kharl responded.

“For that, cooper, | thank you.” Werwal offered alast smile. “I need to
get back.” Heturned and lithely vaulted up onto the wagon seet.

Asthe wagon rolled down the dley away from the loading dock, Kharl
wondered about Werwad's invitation.

Would things change that much, so much that the only place he might
be welcome was with Brysta's Tenderer?

XVII

By the beginning of the next eightday, Kharl was dmost back to feding
normal, except that too much bending still sent shivers of pain through
his back. Hewas only dightly dower than usud, but he'd seen few of
hisnormal customers. Some, like Korlan, he didn't expect to seefor
severd more eightdays, although held begun work on the vintner's
white oak barrels, after finishing the five for Senstad.

About midmorning on threeday, as Kharl was planing white oak
shooksinto staves for Korlan's barrels, Aryl eased through the door of
the cooperage.

Kharl glanced at Warrl, who had been working with the chiv to smooth
therims of ared oak dack barrdl. “Y ou can take abreak, if you'd

like"
“Thank you, Da. Might | go outsde?’
“If you don't go too far.”

With anod and asmile, Wartl turned, diding something thin and white



and oblong into histunic, like afolded sheet of paper, better than the
kind Warrl had used for hislessons. Kharl wondered what it was, but
didn't want to ask when Aryl was headed toward him.

The boy dipped to the side away from Aryl, waiting until Aryl was
farther ins de the cooperage before easing behind the brown-bearded
and stocky man, then out the door.

“How you doing, Kharl?" asked the square-faced apple grower.

“Been better... been worse. Y ou ready to order some barrels?” Kharl
st the stave he had just finished aside and took hisfoot off the drive
pedd of the planer.

“Depends... you wouldn't talk much when | was offering seven
coppers apiece.”

“Still wouldn't,” Kharl said. “Not much sensein sdlling something for
less than the iron and oak cost. Told you that the price was ten coppers

“l don't know, Kharl... A dlver abarrd... that'salot... Mdlame
offersdack barrelsfor eight coppers.”

“Y ou get what you pay for, Aryl,” Kharl replied.

“Doesn't matter that much for dack barrelswhen you're shippin'
apples, and two coppers abarrel adds up when you need twenty.
That'sfour Slvers”

“What about the ones you used for the apples you dry and put on
Nenalt's ships?’ asked the cooper.

Aryl fingered hisbeard. “Y ou'd have the right of it there. But I'd be
needing just ten of those.”

“What about twenty for nine coppers each?’ suggested Kharl.



“Hmmm... eghteen sivers, that'd be”

“Y ou'd be getting more than two slvers worth in the better barrels.”
Kharl didn't like cutting his prices. That led to ruin, but hed aso
checked the strongbox, and he needed more coin, or at least the
promise of it, in order to claim the seasoned shook billetsfrom Vetrad.

“Wadll... seeing theway thingsare... I'll try twenty a nine eech. Be
needing them the end of next eightday.”

Kharl waited.

“Five slvers now; four on oneday, and the other ninewhen | pick up
the barrels.”

Kharl thought. Usually, Aryl paid haf with the order, but oneday was
less than an eightday away, and he did need the orders. “ Seeing asit's
you, Aryl, that'd be fine, and your barrelsl| be ready an eightday from

Sxday.”

“That'd be good.” The grower reached for hisbelt wallet and laid out
four silvers and ten coppers.

“They'll be ready. Good dack barrels.”
“That'swhat I'm payin' for.”
“And what you'll get. What you've aways gotten.”

Aryl nodded, glancing around the cooperage. “ Seemsalittlelight on
billets”

“Got afull rack of seasoned oaks out at Vetrad's. Wanted 'em
seasoned well. Coming in before end-days.”

“Glad to hear it.” Aryl did not ook particularly glad, but merely
Speculative as he turned and | eft the cooperage.

After dipping the coinsinto hisbelt walet, Kharl returned to planing the



shooks into staves, athough he had to stop and rest abit more often
than was hiswont.

Before too long, Warrl regppeared, easing hisway back to the barrel
whaose rims held been smoothing.

“What was that you took with you?” Kharl asked. “It looked like a
good piece of paper.”

“Ah... | owed Hergan some sheetsfromwhen | didn't have any. |
begged the paper from Sanyle. Y ou aways said | should repay what |

owed.”

“That you should.” Kharl was convinced Warrl wasn't telling thewhole
truth, and he wasn't S0 sure begging from Sanyle to pay back Hergan
wasthe best, either. But he didn't want to pressit, not when his
younger son had been so good about helping and doing his chores, and
not so soon after his mother's desth.

Before Kharl could say more, Warrl looked at hisfather, and asked,
“Did Aryl order any, Da?’

“Well be doing twenty for him.” Kharl didn't mention that hed be
making ten percent less than normal on the barrels, and he hoped that
the cut in price wouldn't prove too costly, when others found out. But
he hadn't been getting that many orders, even before the killing.

“Youworried, Da?’

“That | am. Orders are dower than I'd like. Mayhap it'sthe times.
Gharan saysthat he's not doing so well, either, and even Hamyl's been
fretting.”

“Ma... shewasn't getting so much, either... Fyonasaid she wouldn't
have had...” Warrl looked down.

“Could bethat times are getting harder for everyone,” Kharl said



quickly. But he had to wonder as he turned back to the planer.

XVIII

| hat evening, after Sanyle had left and Warrl had climbed into his bed
in the corner of the main room, Kharl sat at the table, withapenin
hand, looking at the paper before him. Only two words were on the
paper- “ Dear Merayni.”

What could he write? That Charee had been hanged for amurder she

didn't commit? That he'd been unable to do anything about it? That
because held prevented Egen from raping Sanyle and taken pity on a
beaten blackstaffer, the lord's son had tried to destroy Kharl, and
failing that, had taken his vengeance out on Charee? Merayni would
blame Kharl no matter what had happened.

Findly, he folded the paper and tucked it away. He stood and glanced
to the corner, but Warrl seemed to be deeping. With afaint smile,
Kharl took the lamp and The Basis of Order into hisbedchamber.
There he stretched out on his stomach-on the left Sde of the bed,
where he had dways dept.

Heturned his head, and for amoment, with the faintest scent of rose,
he thought he could aimost fed Charee. And then the sense of her
presence was gone. He still had trouble, especidly at night, when helay
in the bed alone, accepting that she was gone. And for what? No
matter what the justicer had said, Charee had not killed anyone.

He blinked severd times, then blotted hiseyes.

Finally, he opened the book and forced himself to look at the words on
the page. He had to think of something else. He had to. For amoment,
he could not make out the print. He blotted his eyes once more, then
concentrated on the book.

All physica items-unlikefireor pure chaos-must have some structure,



or they would not exigt...

Because dl wrought iron has agrain crested from theforging of its
crydds, the srength of theironliesin the dignment and length of the
grain. Using order to reinforce that grain isthe basis of black iron... Its
grength liesin the ordering of unbruised or ungtrained grains aong the
length of themetd...

The cooper nodded. Those words made sense. Even with hislimited
work in forging the hoops from iron blanks, he could see where what
the book said would make sense-except for one thing. How could a
mage actualy infuse iron with order? What he had read so far gave no
hint of how such might be done. Y et he had seen the bands on
Jenevras staff and the warship from Reduce in the harbor. Even from a
pier away, there was no doubt that it had been constructed of black
iron, and that it was adeadly vessd.

Y et he had never seen more than one warship of Reduce a atime, and
those most seldom. Why did Lord West fear the demon ide? Or did
he?Had he used the ide as an excuse? Kharl frowned. Lord West had
used the law-or his youngest son had-to increase his power over Kharl
and those in Brysta and the western quadrant of Nordla. He had no
need to mention Reduce.

Kharl's eyes dropped to the book once more. What wasit about
Reduce? Would the book tell him more? He flipped back severa
pages, more toward the beginning of the first part, and reread a section
that had bothered him.

The purpose of order isto support that life which can order chaos, and
without chaos to be ordered, there can be no purposeto life. .

The function of chaosisto destroy order. Without order, no structure
can exist-no man nor woman, no plant, not even an earth upon which
towalk...

He frowned. Was Egen the kind of man who was like chaos,



destroying order even as he talked of maintaining it? What did maintain
order in Brysta? Justicers? The armsmen under Lord West?

Those questions and thoughts were more than Kharl wanted to
contemplate, and he closed the book, setting it aside as he prepared for
bed. He till had more barrelsto finish in the days ahead, and he
needed the deep. He just hoped he could.

XIX

On fourday, dark gray clouds, wind, and heavy showers buffeted
Brysta, and no one came to the cooperage. Fiveday dawned cloudy,
but without rain. No one came into the shop through the morning.
Findly, in midafternoon, with the sun promising to burn away the
clouds, Wassyt lumbered into the cooperage. The miller was agood
half heed tdler than

Kharl, one of few men in Brystawho clearly overtopped the cooper.
Wassyt was dso considerably broader, his girth cinched in by atight
leather vest. Although he was agood ten years older than Kharl, his
hair remained the same light brown that it had been since when Kharl
had met him asayouth, and it fill fell acrosstheleft Sdeof his
forehead.

“Good afternoon,” Kharl offered.

“Sameto you, Kharl.” Wassyt glanced toward Warrl, who was
rough-hollowing some white ok staves.

“Warrl, you can take sometime outside,” Kharl suggested.
Warrl nodded, set down the hollowing knife, and Ieft, quietly.

Wassyt stopped short of the fire pot, where Kharl had been checking
the coals before toasting one of the white oak barrelsfor Korlan, and
began to speak. “Y ou know I'd never put anyone else's barrels against
yours.”



“I'd like to believe that they're that good.” Kharl managed to keep his
expression pleasant, athough he knew what would follow would not be
something he wanted to hear.

“They'rethe best,” the miller replied. “Not a cooper in Nordlas any
better. Maybe afew as good on the eastern shore, but not around
here”

Kharl waited for what had to come.

“Wanted you to know that.” The miller pushed back the lank brown
hair, then blotted hisforehead. “| told everyone I'd dready ordered my
harvest barrels from you, and paid for 'em, the half that goesfirg. Said
I'd ordered thirty.”

“I'll have them ready in two eightdays,” Kharl said.

“Thregsfine. Harvest'sa bit late.” Wassyt laid out agold and five
dlvers, right on the bench. “Y ou got thiseven before. .. thetrouble.”

“That'stheway itis” Kharl agreed.

“I heard Lord West isshort of coin,” the miller said. “ That's what
Sorkan wastdling me.”

“Hard to believe that alord would be short of coin.”

“Y ou know, the tariff assessments be coming out, right after harvest,”
Wassyt observed. “Maybe even quicker. Lord West'smiddle sonis
reviewing the assessments. That'swhat Fyngel told me. Y ou know
Fyngd-héesthetariff farmer for our section?’

“Hesmine, too.”

“You'l probably be seein’ him aforelong, Kharl. Might not want to. |
didnt, light knows.”

“Y ou think he's closeto Lord West's son?’



“Don't know as close. I'd say Fyngel's very respectful, do whatever
young Lord Egen suggests. Fyngel, he's not quite afriend, but he's not
50 bad as some tariff farmers. Well, he wastelling me that Lord West's
worried about the Austrans. Seemslike they're thinking of getting
friendly with the Emperor of Hamor, and using that to look acrossthe

quif”
“I've heard talk about that,” Kharl said cautioudly.

“So the Lords of the Quadrant need to build more ships, and shipstake
coins.” Wassyt spread his beefy hands. “ Coins come from us, specidly
millwrights, crafters, and artisans. Fyngel wasgiven alist. A specid-like
list. Told that those crafters and artisans had paid too little in tariffs

for too long.”
“| gather that acertain cooperage might be on that list?’

“Aye. It might.” Wassyt cleared histhroat. “ So might others, and this
waswhat Fyngel told me as he was talking to me about my new tariffs.
He was saying that folks who bought casks and barrels from some
coopers, well, they just might have their tariffs doubled twice over.”

“That'saninteresting tae,” Kharl said, trying to keep hisvoicelevd.

“Then, right after Fyngd |eft themill, couldn't say that it was more than
aglass, if that, Overceptain Vidam-that's Lord West's middle son-he
came ariding up to my door...”

Kharl had feared that what Wassyt would say wouldn't be good, but
Wassyt'swords were far worse than he'd expected.

“... toldmethat | milled the best of anyone in the western quadrant,
and that he'd be pleased to keep having the lord's grains milled, but that
hissire had decided that... well, that if | put it in certain barrels...”

“My bards?”



“In certain barrdls, they'd have to find another miller,” Wassyt
concluded.

“That would makeit hard on you and your family.”

“That'swhen | told the overcaptain that | heard him, but asked him for
some care, seeing as I'd dready half paid for thirty barrels of that kind,
and surely he could understand that, seeing how closeit isto harvest.
Wel... he hemmed, and tilted his head, but he said that he could see
that, and so long as 1'd order no more, he'd overlook it thisonetime,
and held make sure that my tariffs didn't rise like those would who
hadn't supported hissre.” Wassyt shrugged his overlarge shoulders.
“And thereyou haveit.”

“| thank you for what you did and could do,” Kharl said. “ Thereisn't
more that you could, and those thirty barrelswill be the best you could
wishfor.”

“I'd bewishing | could do more, Magter Kharl...”

“I'vefdt and seen what happensto those who cross Lord West and his
sons. I'd not wish that on anyone.”

“Thought you might understand.”

“l do.”

“Wadll... best | be going for now. Just wanted to see things square.”
“Thank you.”

The miller took severa stepstoward the door, before stopping and
looking back at Kharl. “ Got acousin in Jelenn. He's a cooper. Better
than Mallamet, not so good as you. He's been thinkin' of coming south.
If you ever think of lettin' the place go... I'd be staking him.”

“Until... thetrouble... | wouldn't have thought about it,” Kharl said.
“Itsdill hard.”



“Understand.” Wassyt shifted hisweight. “All right if | send ateamster
three eightdays from now?’

“Thet'd befine.”

After themiller left, Kharl just stared at the bench and the coinslying
there. He couldn't blame the miller, not when the tariffswere laid by
Lord West. And unlike some, such as Aryl, Wassyt wastrying to be
fair and do the best he could in adifficult Stuation.

Kharl eased the coinsinto hisbelt wallet, then dowly turned to check
the white oak barrel he was about to toast.

The cooperage door opened, and Warrl hurried back to the hearth
area. “Da? Did the miller order some barrels?’

“Not exactly, Warrl. Hed dready ordered them.”
“Youdidnt-"

“After... everything... wdl... | wasn't sure, but he's stood by his
words, and well be making twenty more dack barrels-that'sin addition
to the oneswe've already got ready.”

“Thirty barrels... you don't ook so happy for al that.”

“I'm till worried, son,” Kharl confessed. “ Outside of Aryl and Wassyt,
it's been adow harvest season, and people don't need near as many
barrdsinthelatefal and in winter.”

“Sometimesthey bresk them.”
“They don't break many of mine,” Kharl pointed ouit.
“Then why don't they buy more from you?’

“Mine cost afew coppers more, and people don't think about how
long abarrd will last. And some of them don't need redlly good
barrds”



“Why don't you make two kinds of barrels, then?’

“Because most people would buy the cheap ones, and then they'd
complain that they weren't as good as the others, and I'd have to make
the good barrelsfor less to keep them buying from me.” And, because,
he had to admit to himself, he hated the idea of making barrels that
weren't aswdll crafted asthey should be.

“Oh...” Warrl didn't sound convinced.
“Y ou can get back to working on those staves.”

“Yes, Da” Warrl stepped back toward the front of the cooperage. He
picked up the hollowing knife, then stopped. He looked out the
window for along time.

Kharl watched his son, wondering what the youth was dreaming
about. .. and whether there was redlly anything he could do about it.

L

XX

Another three days passed, and the end-days arrived with no one
buying or ordering any barrels or casks. No one else even peered into
the cooperage. It had not been that hot for harvest, and except for
fourday it had not rained, athough the sky had been overcast for most
of the past two eightdays. Eightday had been quiet, the shop shuttered,
and findly, oneday morning, the sun had finaly come out in full
brilliance. Ason the previous few days, no one had even walked into
the cooperage. Kharl was not surprised, but he ftill had to finish the
barrelsfor Wassyt and Aryl, athough he fretted that he'd gotten no
new orders since those two.



Around late morning, Kharl stepped back from the planer.

He glanced toward the steps upgtairs, as he had so many times over the
years, thinking about dinner. He swalowed, once more redizing that
Charee was not theretofix it... or therefor anything else.

He looked down at the empty flask on the side of the bench.

“Da?’ asked Warrl, whose eyes had been as much on the front
window as on the shakes he was hollowing.

“We're dmost out of sharpening ail,” Kharl said. “1 need to get some,
and it will help to stretch my legs. Y ou can watch the shop, and then
you can take sometimeto est when | get back.”

“I candothat.”
“Good. | don't plan to belong.”

Kharl brushed off his garments, then, with anod at his son, picked up
the leather flask and hurried out of the cooperage into a bright sunny
day, one more like midsummer than early harvest. He dodged around a
well-dressed man who was studying the booksin Tyrbel's window and
continued down Crafters Lane.

Lessthan ablock farther west, Kharl saw Dhulat-the cabinetmaker
whose shop was on the corner of Fourth Cross and Cargo. The
cooper started to lift hishand in greeting to the older man, but as he did
Dhulat abruptly looked down and crossed the lane, clearly not wanting
to meet Kharl.

For amoment, Kharl dmost stopped walking. Peoplein Brystawere
usudly friendly, and heldd even bought achest from Dhulat severd years
back, amodest piece to be sure, but the cabinetmaker had seemed
pleased enough to sdll it. So why was the cabinetmaker avoiding
Kharl? Were Egen and his brotherstelling everyone about Kharl,
warning them not to buy from him?



As he kept walking Kharl glanced around, but he saw none of the
Watch nearby, just afew crafters, some women shopping, and a
laundress with her wash in atall basket on her head. The day was hot,
hotter than it had been in more than an eightday, and he blotted his
forehead as he continued dong the lane.

He reached Hyesdl's shop without any other incidents, passing afew
crafters or assistants that he knew, and trading nods, but no words. He
stepped into the apothecary shop, with itsfaintly acrid odor.

The angular Hyesal was behind the counter, watching as Kharl
approached. He said nothing until Kharl set the empty flask on the
counter. “Can't say I'm surprised to see you, Kharl. Y ou dways did
have more backbone than sense.”

“I just need abit of that sharpening oil.” Kharl gestured to the flask.

“Y ou need to have your head sharpened, and that doesn't take ail.
Stupidity isthe welspring of chaos.” Hyesal picked up theflask. “I'll get

your oil." Without another word, he dipped into the back room.

His head sharpened? Kharl grimaced. Hyesal had never been known
for hisunwillingnessto call aclipped coin, no matter who had tendered
it.

The apothecary returned shortly and set the flask back on the counter.
“One copper. Same as dways.”

Kharl handed over the coin. “Y ou're sharper than | am, Hyesal. That's
why you're the gpothecary. What good would sharpening my

head do?*
“Might point you out of Brystawhile you sill haveit. Y our heed,
thet is”



“Y ou think-"

“Does abull have horns? Does awinter sea storm?Y ou wager against
either, and you lose. Always. Y ou make good barrels. Make them
someplace else” He shook his head. “1've said my piece. More than
my piece. Do asyou please.” The gpothecary turned and left Kharl
danding there.

Slowly, the cooper picked up the flask and headed for the door. As he
stepped out of the apothecary shop and turned eastward, away from
the harbor and back toward the cooperage, Kharl could feel eyeson
his back-or so he thought. The fedling didn't go away. So, just opposite
the square, Kharl stopped to look at the torque on display inthe
goldsmith'swindow. He wasn't that interested in it, even as artistry, but
he wanted to seeif someone happened to be following him-or if he
wereimagining it. After amoment, he turned dowly, letting hiseyes
travel back along

thelane.

A singlefigurein the dark blue and black of the Watch stood waiting a
half ablock back toward the harbor. The squarish Watchman made no
secret of hisinterest in Kharl, and his eyes met Kharl's as the cooper
continued to scan the square, looking past the Watchman.

Kharl nodded, asif to himself, then crossed the lane to the square, his
eyesfaling on the section of wall where held first seen Jenevra. He
shook his head.

“Ser! A copper for apoor lad? A copper!” A smdl figurein gray
appeared and went to hiskneesin front of the cooper, totally abject.
The bright eyes belied the pogition.

Kharl fumbled for a copper. He owed Jekat for Werwal's business.

“Pisser Egen's after you,” whispered Jekat. “ Tellin' everyone to order
fromyou isn't agood thing.” Heraised hisvoice. “A copper, ser? Just



acopper.”
Kharl fumbled out two coppers. “Why?’

“Y ou made him look stupid... you and the scrivener... Scrivener's got
friendsin high places... youdont...”

“Here'syour copper.” Kharl extended two.

“Thank you, ser!” exclaimed the urchin loudly, adding in alower voice,
“More 'n one of hisbullieswatching you. Y ou're supposed to see one,
not the other...”

“Thank you,” murmured Kharl.
“Do what we can...” murmured Jekat, before scampering away.

Kharl resumed his progress back to the shop, wondering what he could
do. He knew no one outside of Brysta and the surrounding area- and
there was Warrl to consider. For the moment, he could pay Sanyleto
cook and help, but what would he do e sewhere? How would he get
there?

Theflask in hishand fdlt like aweght.

XXl

Jxharl's hope that he could somehow avoid the unpleassantness
predicted by Wassyt was shattered when the cooperage door opened
late on threeday. A hearty-faced blond man taler than Kharl walked
insde. While he came into the cooperage done, before the door shut
Kharl could seethe pair of burly persona guardsin green and gray
station themselves outside, one on each side of the cooperage door.

Warrl looked to hisfather.

“Y ou can go upstairs and see how Sanyle's coming with supper,” Kharl
said. Hiswords werefar closer to acommand than a mere suggestion.



The cooper set the drawing knife down on the bench.
“Yes, Da” Warrl dipped away.

“Now... cooper, youll be having the boy think that I'm ademon of
some sort,” called the man who'd entered.

“Not ademon, Fyngd, just atariff farmer to be treated with respect.”

Fyngel laughed. “Y ou puit it better than most, cooper. Y ou don't think
different. Y ou just spesk nicer.”

AsKharl watched, Fyngel surveyed the cooperage, walking to one
sdeand counting the billets of oak set in the racks, then surveying
those barrels on display in the window. “ Good-looking barrels you got
there, cooper. Fird-rate, I'd say.”

“| dothebest | can.”

Fyngel checked the workbenches, and the forge and the hearth, aswell
asthefire pots, then the loading door and the barrels stacked beside
the door. He came back and studied the planer. “Doin’ well, it looks
like”

“It'sthe dowest harvest in many years,” Kharl pointed out.

“That'swhat everyone sayswhen the tariff farmer shows. Every
har-vesttime isthe dowest.” Fyngel laughed once more, producing a
ledgerlike book that he set down and opened on the finishing bench.

Kharl waited.

“Best you come here and take alook, cooper. Book hasn't been
updated in someyears,” thetariff farmer said. “Lord West told uswe
had to go out and check al the crafters, make sure that everything was
downright.”

Kharl walked to the finishing bench. Fyngel reeked of grease and a



Sweet rose scent.
“Now, you got aforge here. Book doesn't show that.”

“It'sonly ahaf forge. A farrier could useit, but asmith wouldn't be
ableto do al that he needed on it, and the hearth space isn't big

enough.”

“Forgeisaforge, so far astariffs go. That's another five golds.” The
tariff farmer made anote with his grease markstick.

Kharl held histongue. Histota tariffs due the previous winter had only
been three golds, and held had trouble raising the coin. Three golds
didn't sound that large, not until you had to count out three hundred
coppers-and that was roughly Kharl's margin on 150 barrels-or twice
that many barrels on arrangements like the one he'd been forced into
with Aryl.

“Then you got racks for your lumber. Those aren't in the book. Say
another gold for that.” Fyngd smiled as he wrote afew more numbers,
but the expression was anything but friendly.

“The racks were there when the cooperage wasfirst built,” Kharl said.
“That wasin my grandgrestime.”

“That may be, cooper, but they're not in the book. Looks like your

sregot agood deal. The rear loading door isn't in the book, either. So
that'll add another three to your tariff.”

Kharl waited.

After making alast notation, Fyngel looked up. “Twelve golds. Be due
thefirst eightday of winter, sameasaways.” With another
less-than-friendly smile, he closed the book. “Lord West also says that
any tariffs paid after the second eightday of winter, | haveto charge
another gold for each eightday they'relate.”



Kharl just nodded.

“WEell be seeing you and your goldsin aseason, cooper.” Fyngel
amiled alast time before turning and walking out.

Kharl walked toward the door, watching asthe tariff farmer rgjoined
hisguards, men bigger than Fyngel himsdlf, and the three walked
eastward aong the lane. Kharl stood just inside the door, trying to
unclench hisfigs.

Tyrbel appeared outside his scriptorium and walked dowly to the
cooperage, stepping inside. He looked at Kharl. “Y ou look lessthan
pleased.”

“Did hevigt you?’

“Beforeyou,” Tyrbd announced. “I pleaded with him about my
expensesin repairing the display window. He was not moved.”

“ S0 he upped your tariffs, too?’

“Twice what they werelast year,” admitted the scrivener. “And you?’
“Minearefour timeslast year's”

“If you pay it, next year, it will be doublethat. If you survive that long.”
“Youre chearful,” Kharl said dourly.

“I seewhat | see. Do you think otherwise?’

“No.”

“| wroteto some | know in Hemmen and Vizyn. | told you that.”
“Vizyn...” mused Kharl. “Would the Augtrans et in aNordlan?’

“A cooper who was mistreated by one of the Lords of the Quadrant?



| would think so.* Tyrbel nodded. "I have not heard back, but the
scrivener | know thereiscalled Taeas”

“Tdeasin Vizyn.” Then Kharl laughed, ruefully. “ Asif | could even
get there. Goldsfor passage, and then what? Throw myself upon the
town, begging that I'm agood cooper?*

“Y ou could sl the cooperage here.”

“For what? A handful of coppers? Everyone would know, and
Mad-lamet might bid agold, if that, and I'd ftill owe the tariff.”

Tyrbe shook his head. “They cannot collect from a man who does not
livein Nordla”

“l don't run.”

“My friend... if you do not run, you had best find twelve goldsin a
season.” Tyrbel paused. “I will write others| know aswell. It cannot

hurt.“

“Thank you.” Kharl doubted it would help, but he wasn't about to say
that to one of the few men who had stood up for him against Egen and
Lord West.

“Good evening.” Tyrbel nodded, then turned and dipped out the
door.

After Tyrbel |€ft, it waslate enough that Kharl did not fedl like working
longer. Sowly, ddiberately, he barred the doors, including the loading
door, and closed and locked the shutters. Then he started up the steps
to the upper level. He stopped at the door, dightly gar, when he heard
Warrl'svoice.



“... taniff farmers?’

“... collect tariffsfor Lord West... best not to crossthem,” replied
Sanyle

“Da... hedidn't do anything... hejust stood there...”

“Were you watching? Did he not tell you to come up here?’

“... just watched from the door... no one could see... but hejust
stood there.*

“What would you have him do? Fyngel has his own armsmen, and he
has the warrant to send anyone who opposes him to prison.”

“But Da... hecan't pay... al those golds...”

“Y ouwant himto fight the tariff farmer, get thrown into prison, flogged
agan, and gtill owe thetariffswhile he'stoo hurt to work?’

asked Sanyle.

“...yourejust like Da... dwaysteling mewhy | can't do things...
missMa... shewasnt likethat...”

That had been one of Chareg'sfaults, Kharl knew, one hed indulged.
Sheld never wanted to point out limits. He banged on the door.

“Supper ready, yet?’
“Almog,” cdled back Sanyle.
“I'll wash up.”

When Kharl made hisway into the main room, Warrl looked up from
where he sat on astool beside the serving table, but the boy did not
Speak.



“Jugt 9t down, and I'll have the dumplings out in amoment,” Sanyle
sad.

AsKharl passed the single easy chair, his eyes dropped to the book
lying there-The Basis of Order . He had not read much of it, just
skipped through it. He was a cooper, not ayouth, and not an
order-master. What good would learning more about order do him? It
certainly wouldn't pay histariffs. But then, it didn't ook like coopering
would, ether.

XXII

Ihe remainder of the eightday passed without another buyer even
entering the cooperage, and eightday itself dawned bright. Because so
few shopped or purchased anything on the second end-day Kharl did
not open the cooperage doors, athough he often worked. The present
eightday was no exception, since he did not have dl the barrels he
needed for Korlan, or for Wassyt and Aryl. With theincreased tariff he
would oweto Fyngdl &t thefirst of winter, every copper counted more
than ever.

While Kharl ran the shooks through the planer, Warrl waslaying out
more of the white oak hillets, now that Kharl had scraped together
enough to pay Vetrad the balance owed for the seasoned oak, which
had findly been ddivered the day before.

A thumping came from somewhere, barely audible above the noise of
the planer.

“There's someone at the door,” Warrl called.
“Were not open,” Kharl pointed out.

Warrl peered through the shutters. “It's Aunt Merayni and Uncle
Dowsyl.”

With afedling of dread about what was to come, Kharl stepped back



from the planer and sat the haf-finished stave on the bench, then

walked to the doorway and unbarred the door. He held it open until the
man and the woman standing on the sidewalk stones stepped insde.
He closed the door, but did not replace the bar.

“How long before you were going to tell us, Kharl?” snapped Merayni,
atall and broad woman only afraction of ahead shorter than the
cooper, wearing abrown tunic and trousers. She stepped past Kharl
and into the cooperage.

Dowsyl wasonly dightly taler than Merayni, but broader. His
deevelesstunic and half-deeved underrunic showed armsthat were
heavily muscled. He said nothing as he followed his consort.

“Shortly,” Kharl replied. “I'vetried...” He closed the door.

“Tried? | never got aword from you. How about never? It takesa
message from my nephew for meto find out that my sister is deed, that
one nephew hasfled Nordla, and that you have angered every
important person in the Quadrant.”

“Y ou seem to know morethan | do,” Kharl replied.

Dowsyl cleared histhroat, then spoke into the silence that followed.
“Chareeisdead. Artha isgone. You will lose the cooperage before
winter. Thisiswha Warrl wrote. Isthat dl true?’

“Charee... Arthd... those aretrue,” Kharl admitted.
“How do you plan to care for Warrl?” asked Merayni.
“Weve managed. Wewill manage.”

“Managed? For the sake of awoman you didn't even know, you got
my sster killed. Isthat how you'll manage?’ asked Merayni.

Kharl looked to Warrl. The youth had edged toward Merayni. Kharl



just looked. Findly, he spoke. “We have managed. Warrl ismy son.
Heisfed and taught and cared for.”

“For how long?’ questioned Merayni.

The cooper didn't have an answer, not one that would have been
truthful.

“Warrl's coming to the holding with us, Kharl.” Merayni'svoice
softened. “It's better that way. Y ou must know it is.”

“What about the cooperage?’ asked Kharl, knowing hiswords were
futile, but feding that he had to say something. “ Someday, it will be his,
but not if he doesn't learn to be acooper.”

“Y ou promise that? How many ordersfor barrels did you get in the last
eightdays?’

“I'mto ddliver thirty barrelsto Korlan, thirty to Wassyt, and twenty

to Aryl, dl in the next two eightdays.” Kharl gestured to the stacks of
unfinished shooks and semifinished staves.

“Did any of them order any more?’ demanded Merayni. “They only
need barrdls just before and during harvest.”

“Kharl...” Merayni paused, then spoke dowly. “We may live aday
away from Brysta, but we know people, and we've asked around. No
onewill order more from you. They'retoo afraid of Lord West and his
tariff farmers. Y ou won't be able to pay your tariffs, and you'l lose the
cooperage. Inafew eightdays...”

“Enough... enough...” Kharl looked at Warrl. “ So you wrote your
aunt?’

“I had to, Da... | had to. You didn't.” Warrl met hisfather's gaze
without flinching. “I know you tried... | saw... but you didn't.” Kharl
turned to Merayni, but did not speak. Neither did she.



“| tried to save awoman. .. shewaslittle morethan agirl. She wasn't
much older than your Dowlan, Merayni. She'd been beaten and
abused. Shewould have died. | was supposed to let her die?’

“She was a blackstaffer from Reduce. Y ou know how people fedl
about them. Nothing good could possibly come from trying to save her.
What good did it do? She died anyway.”

“I was supposed to know that?’

“Sometimes, Kharl... you haveto think of your own. That'saways
been your problem. Y ou have too big a heart, and people take
advantage of you. Charee knew that. We dl know that. But thistime,
when you didn't think of your own, everyone suffered. Chareg's dead.
Arthd's on a ship somewhere-”

“The Fleuryl,” Kharl interjected.

“Y ou're going to lose everything you ever worked for,” Merayni
continued implacably, “and Warrl hasto choose between leaving his
father and becoming a beggar or an orphan. That'sdl because you
wouldn't think first of your consort and your family.” Shelooked to
Warrl. “Y ou can do whatever you will, but | am not letting my sger's
son suffer any more because of your subbornness.”

Warrl looked helplessly at hisfather, even as he moved up beside his
aunt. “1... didn't want to write... but... you... someone had to tell
Auntie...”

“Someone had to,” Kharl said heavily. “I waswrong not to write. |

should have written. Do you...* He stopped. Whatever he said would
make no difference. No difference at dl. He could fight... but for
what? Keeping his son for another season before he lost everything?
Andif hedidnt... well, then, he could always make hisway out to their
holding and orchards and prove them wrong.



Hiseyeswent to Warrl. “Y ou'd better get your things. Take anything
you want.” He turned and walked to the back of the shop, opposite the

forge.
“Da...”

Kharl did not turn.

Behind him, there were whispers, then footsteps on the sairs.
Dowsyl waked back to the forge. “Kharl?’

“What?’

“Y ou get through this, and Warrl would come back. He'slost his
mother. Hesworried, and he's scared. He needs to be someplace
sfe”

“| can seethat.”
“Canyou?’

“He and Merayni have madeit clear.” Kharl paused, then looked
squarely a Dowsyl. “I'll get throughiit.”

“If you do, you're welcome. Even if you don't, you're welcome. Place
could hold you and Warrl.”

“Thank you.”

“Glad it wasn't me found that blackstaffer,” Dowsyl said. “ Can't make
aright choicein aspot likethat.”

“Dowsyl!” cdled Merayni. “1 need some help here”
The grower nodded to Kharl. “I meant it.”

“Thank you,” Kharl said again.



Dowsyl turned and made hisway up the steps.

Some time passed. Kharl didn't know how much. He heard footsteps
coming down the steps. He didn't look.

“Da... pleasedon't beangry a me...”

Kharl turned. He looked at the thin, tear-streaked face of his son. “We
al haveto do what wethink isright. | did what | thought wasright.

Y ou did what you thought was right. I'm angry, but I'm not angry at you
for that. | hope you understand someday.”

“Da...’

Kharl stepped forward and put hisarms around Warrl. “It'sal right.
Itis”

“Come... seeme... please...”

“Asl can, son... asl can...” Kharl stepped back.

“Areyou ready, Warrl?’ asked Merayni.

“Yes, Auntie” Warrl stepped back.

“Y ou can come to see Warrl anytime you want, Kharl,” Merayni said.
“Anytime...”

Kharl just nodded.
“Until then,” she added.

Kharl just watched asthetrio | eft the cooperage, carrying threelarge
bundles.

The shop door shut. For atime Kharl just looked at the closed door.

Then, he stepped away from the cold forge, back toward the planer.



Hiseyesfdl to the black staff, till where he had left it under the bench.
He bent down and pulled it out. Once more, the wood felt warm,
comfortable, in hishands. After studying the staff for along moment, he
leaned it againgt the wdll. He till had barrelsto do... if he ever wanted
to pay thetariffs.

XXHI

L/neday came, and went, and no one walked in the door, and Kharl
finished the red oak dack barrelsfor Aryl. Twoday came... and went,
and so did threeday and fourday. Kharl continued to work, planing,
drawing, fitting, firing, toasting... And not asingle buyer, or even
anyone who might buy, came into the cooperage.

On fiveday morning, Kharl just looked blankly at the planer and the
white oak shooks stacked on the carry-cart. Almost five days, and held
talked to no one except Sanyle, when she had brought him his midday
dinner. At night, held tried to read The Basis of Order, but the words
drifted by and around him, their meaning not reaching him, asthough he
were adesert idein the middle of the ocean, unable to drink the water
surrounding him.

In lessthan half a season, he'd gone from being a successful cooper
with agood consort and two sons to aman who'd lost both his consort

and his sons, and who would soon lose his cooperage, if not more,
unless matters changed much for the better. And he saw no way to
make that change.

He stepped away from the planer and absently brushed the thin strips
of wood off histunic and out of his beard, abeard that needed
trimming.

Hewaked dowly to the display window, looking out and watching
Crafters Lanefor atime, noting the man in agrayish blue tunic standing
on the corner. Over the past few days, hed seen the same man, more
than afew times. Was he one of the Watchmen who were keeping an



eyeon Kharl?

Why did anyone care? Was Egen that vindictive? Because held been
thwarted of his pleasure with Sanyle? And because amere cooper had
dared to stand up to the son of alord? Kharl hadn't even known who
Egen waswhen dl that had happened.

After atime, Kharl walked back to the planer. He still had more than a
few stavesto shape for the barrels aready ordered. His eyes dropped
to the cudgd that he'd taken to keeping close by him. Then he began to
pump the foot pedd.

XXIV

hose who do not understand order or chaos say that the two belong
only to those with the gift for one or the other, and that those who have
such giftsarefew. Thisisatruth, and it isaso afasehood. Many men
and women have gifts. Some are moreintelligent than others; some are
stronger; some are more patient; some have great courage; some have
greater understanding. So to say that one has a gift for order or chaos
can beatruth. Y et, to suggest that there is something improper about
understanding order or chaos because it requires agift is afasehood.
Each and every great talent, whatever it may be, requires agift of
greater ability. A man may have agift for |etters, and for didtilling truth.
A woman may have agift for numbers, and for trading of goods.

A youth may have the gift of song, and another the gift of hands that
can shapeiron or wood. So it iswith order and chaos.

Y et many would claim that the gift to understand order and chaosis
different from the gift of understanding other aspects of the world, that
anyone can be a crafter or an engineer, but that only aspecial few can
become order-mages or chaos-masters. Thisisafasehood, for the
great onesin any area of endeavor are few, whether that areabe
engineering, cabinetry, fishing, or order-magery ...

In the beginning, asachild, aboy or girl can have agift, not for one or



the other, but for either, or, if the gift is great enough, for both... So
can aman or woman, once grown, if he or she approaches order as
might achild. For order isawonder, and those who can yet wonder as
children can have their eyes opened a any age. ..

-The Basis of Order

XXV

After shaping the dope of the barrel chime of yet another red oak dack
barrdl, Kharl set the adze down and blotted his forehead with the back
of hisforearm. After dmost an eightday of clear and sunny westher, it
had rained earlier in the day, and then the sun had come out full force.
By midafternoon dl of Brystawas enveloped in hot wet air. Even the
interior of the cooperage was hot and sticky. Kharl had left both the
loading door and the front door open, because there was adight

breeze that seemed to make the cooperage fractionally cooler.

The back section of the shop wasfilled with barrels-both dack and
tight, and Kharl had all of those ordered by Korlan ready, aswell as
most of those for Wassyt and Aryl. Who would order or purchase
more barrels, Kharl didn't know, but that was astream he'd ford later.
With so few customers, he couldn't afford not to have barrels at the

reedly.

He laughed once, aharsh bark, then blotted his forehead again. He
didn't have any choice but to wait and see.

He picked up the adze, turned the next barrel, and began shaping.

He stopped. Had he heard something? He frowned, and lifted the adze
once more. Then helowered it, listening.

“Help! Thieves....” Theyel died out.

As herecognized Tyrbel'svoice, Kharl grabbed the cudge that he had
kept handy and, gill holding the adze in the other hand, dashed to the



front of the cooperage and out through the door, elbowing it full open,
onto Crafters Lane and into thefull sunlight. In ahandful of long steps,
he was just outside the scrivener's door, till blinking as his eyes
struggled to adjust to the afternoon glare.

A wiry figurein brown darted from the scriptorium, dodging away
from Kharl.

The cooper recognized the man, and, without thinking, threw the adze
full force and straight into the man's shoulder and chest. The man
lurched back, one hand grasping, then pulling at the adze wedged in his
shoulder. Annoyance and pain flashed across the man'sface.

Kharl stepped forward and brought the cudgel around in ashort arc,
with dl the force hed developed over the years at the bench and forge.
The heavy cudgd head crashed into the smdler man'stemple, and his
eyeswidened, asif he could not believe he had been struck. He
pitched forward, hand till on the haft of the adze. He shuddered once
and was

gill.

Kharl stood there, cudgel Hill in his hand, looking blankly down,

redlizing that he had killed the man who had visited the cooperage the
afternoon before Jenevra had been killed. While the cooper could not
have proved anything, he knew the dead man at hisfeet had been her

killer.

From ingde the scriptorium came along piercing scream that
seemed to go on and on.

Kharl turned. Sanyle was screaming. Tyrbel was dead.

A squat laundress coming up the lane staggered as she saw the body
on the stones and Kharl and his cudgel, then put up her hand to



dtraighten the basket balanced on her head before crossing the lane
away from the dead man and Kharl. The Watchman in blue-the one
who had been watching the cooperage-sprinted down Crafters Lane.

Gharan appeared and ran across the lane. So did Hamyl.

“Kharl! Get apack and leave!” Gharan ordered. “Y ou've got to run.
Now.”

“What?' Kharl couldn't bdieve the weaver'swords.
“Y ou think you'll walk out of the Hall of Justicers thistime?’

“Lord West'll have you hanging from the scaffold by tomorrow night,”
added Hamyl. “ Unlessthe Watch get you first.”

“Well tell everyone what happened,” Gharan promised. “We will, but
itll betoo lateif the Watch getsyou.”

Thewordsfindly broke through to the cooper.

He could not speak, but nodded. Then he hurried back into and
through the cooperage, dropping the cudgel as he took the steps
upstairstwo a atime. Once into the bedchamber, he threw his best
trousers, agood tunic, and underclothes into the pack, then another
pair of boots and awinter jacket. He took the bag of silversfrom the
strongbox, hung it around his neck under his undertunic on the lesther
thongs. He scooped al of the coppersinto the pack. Ashe
sraightened up, he saw the book on the table and stuffed it insgde his
gtill unfastened pack. Then hetied the pack shut.

He'd taken the book because, if the Watch found that, there was no
telling what lies they might spread. He hurried down the steps, swinging
the pack onto his back. Once on the shop floor, he started for the
loading door that was fill opento the alley.

He stopped as he saw the staff il leaning against the wall, then dashed
to the far sde of the shop and grabbed it. No one questioned staffs,



and it was something else he didn't want to leave, athough he couldn't
have said why.

“Hurry!” hissed avoice from the loading door. “ The Watch isamost
out front.”

Kharl whirled.

Jekat gestured through the partly open loading door. “ Thisway, ser!
Y ou got to run! Watch'll get you otherwise.”

Should hefallow the urchin?
Who else could he trust-who knew the dleys and the back streets?

Kharl ran, straight through the loading door. Abruptly, he stopped but
for an ingant to close the loading door behind him, before sprinting to
catch up to the urchin who had begun to run, if dowly, toward the
northeastern end of the dley.

“Can't catch me!l” Jekat yelled as he ran out of the alley and turned
on Fifth Cross.

“I'll get you!” Kharl yelled back. “'Y ou miserable urchin!” Some of
those on the cross street |ooked scandalized, others amused, and only
one man tried to grab the elusive Jekat as Kharl raced after the urchin,
trying to counterfeit the rage of aman robbed by alight-fingered

boy.
Jekat darted into a serviceway, and Kharl followed, panting heavily.

He might work hard in the cooperage, but he had not run so fast nor so
far inyears. The urchin dowed some and turned westward into the
dley, again downhill. Kharl lumbered after him, down another road and
up Fourth Cross, findly catching up with the beggar youth near the
intersection of the dley off Fourth Cross and Old Mill Road, somefive



blocks southwest of where the chase had started behind his cooperage.
Jekat ducked into another serviceway, moving into the shadows. “ ...
giveittoyou, ser... canrun...” panted Jekat. “... giveittoyou...
good idea... counterfeting... theft...”

“Noone... heeds... man... chasing abeggar lad...” Kharl took some
more deep bregaths, half-bent over. Hewas till panting and soaked in
swedt. “How... did you know?’

“ ... waswatchin'. | saw the Watch run off. Coward.”

“S0... now what do | do to keep out of Lord West's hands?’ asked
Kharl. “Or Egen's”

“Sameas| do,” replied Jekat. “Youll learn.”
XXVI

Inthetwilight of early evening, Kharl leaned againg the stones, trying to
get comfortable in the narrow space between the two walls, one
ancient brick and the other even more ancient stone, while attempting

to ignore the greater stench from beyond the stone wall and the lesser
from beyond the brick. Overhead was aroof of sorts, composed of
odd pieces of timber and wood and covered with layers of discarded
fabric and molded | eather, but there was open space on each end of
the makeshift

roof. To the east the space ended in awall of yellow brick. At the west
end was ajury-rigged partition of woven branchesand cloth. The
ground had been scraped smooth and clean, but it was till hard.



“No one's going to come here,” Jekat said.

“With the rendering yard on one side and the tanner on the other... and
with no one knowing this spaceishere... | can seewhy,” observed
Kharl.

“Even Werwa doesn't know.” The towhead brushed back ragged-cut
hair.

“Y ou sure about that?’ asked the cooper.

“Maybe... he does. But he wouldn't say. Him and Sikal, they
understand. Drenzel, he doesn't know, never even comes back behind
the dumping vats.” After amoment, the urchin looked at Kharl.

“ Suppose you don't have many coppers?’

“I haveafew,” Kharl replied. “I could only grab ahandful or so before
| got out of the cooperage. Didn't havelong.” For some reason, the
deception bothered him, necessary as hefelt it was.

“Yougivemeapair... | can get usagood chunk of fowl. Clean and
hot. Tagty, too.”

“How will you managethat?’

“Endya-she'sat the White Pony. Long as| got coin, they'll get grub for
me.” Jekat grinned. “Won't do de. She says Durol watches the barrels
too close. See... what she doesis put the fowl or whatever on the tab
for someone. Sipsit off to methen. Durol doesn't care, so long asthe
coinsmatch.” Jekat frowned in the dimness. “Mayhap, need three to
get enough for usboth.”

“Youredill athief,” Kharl sad, ruefully.
“Watch what you say. Without me and yer friends...”
“I know. I'd be dead or laid out in agaol chamber, waiting to be hung.”



“If you were lucky. They took Queyn and flogged him, then poured
salt and tanning acid across his back-that was before-”

“Don't think | need to know that, young fellow.”

“You should... Egen don't like you. Never seen him put so many men
after afdlow.”

“It'senough to know helll do hisworst if he caichesme.”

“Real pissprick... girlsat the Bardo say he doesn't get excited 'less he
thinks he's hurtin' 'em. Likes'em young, too. Some of 'em cry red
quick... red tears... They haveto...”

Kharl winced. How could alord accept that kind of man as his son?
The more he learned about Captain Egen, the more despicable the
image of him becamein Kharl'smind.

“Y ou got those coppers?’ questioned Jekat. Kharl fumbled with his
belt wallet and handed three to the boy. “ Good. There's not aclipped
onethere”

“Y ou don't think it'd be better for me to come with you?’

“Nah. Egen's till got the Watch lookin' for you, and you don't know
the alleys and the serviceways. Maybe we can find you some rags
tonight.” Jekat eased dong the uneven gonewal until he came to what
seemed the dead end of yellow brick. There, after putting hisfoot up
on aprojection of stone, he climbed over thewal and vanished.

Kharl wondered if Jekat would ever return, but looking toward the
cavelike areain the sone wall, where there were itemslike candle

stubs, arough palet, and even a battered chamber pot, he had the
feding that the youth had nowhere e seto go.

Like Kharl himsdlf, the cooper reflected.

Asthe oblong of sky that Kharl could see to the west dimmed, he



wondered how long before Jekat would return.

He looked from one wall to another, a space narrower than the gaol
cell hedd been thrown into, if longer, and then back up at the patch of
evening sky. He still had to ask how so many people accepted the evil
around them. He shook his head. Most were like Charee. So long as
things seemed orderly and life went on, they didn't care about what
didn't affect them. After amoment, he laughed. He'd been no better.
The sky darkened into full night, and till Jekat had not returned. Kharl
frowned, more worried about the boy's safety than about whether he
would return.

Then there was the faintest of scraping sounds, a scuffing, and amuted
thump, and the smdll figure in shapeless gray regppeared out of

the darkness.

“It took Enelyaawhile tonight. White Pony was busy, but the bird's
good.” Jekat handed a bundle to Kharl, agoodly chunk of fowl
wrapped in two huge dabs of bread.

“I takeit back, Jekat,” Kharl mumbled after alarge mouthful. “ Couldn't
managethis... 'lessyoure very good.”

“Wasn't my doin', not al the way, leastwise. Some sort of party. Had
extras. Durol was probably happy to get the coppers. Or Enelyawas.”

Even through the darkness, Kharl could make out agrin asthe urchin
raised a crockery mug without handles. “Have aswallow.”

“Ale?" asked Kharl as he carefully took the chipped and handleless
mug.

“First timein aseason, but afdlow won't turn that down.”

Kharl took asip to make sureit was ae, then aswallow. “ Good stuff.”
Weasit good because he was so hungry? Probably.



“Dural told Enelyahed look the other way if the serving girlswanted
some. Some fellow paid for the whole keg.”

“I thank you and Endlya. Gresetly. How did you work out this...
arrangement with her?’

“She'sfrom Sagana. That'swhere | come from. Shewasafriend of my
ss. When Sisand Madied, | came here, heard she'd found work at a
tavern. Found her. She helps as she can. Sometimes | can help her.
Got to find folkswho will. That's... theonly way...” Jekat yawned.

Kharl handed back the mug.

“Mogtathat'sfor you. Drank half amug there.” Jekat took asmdll
swallow and handed the mug back, then chewed on something. “Y ou
know... won't be this good most nights. Y ou need to get outa Brysta.”

“I need to get out of Nordla,” Kharl said tiredly. “To Audtra, if | can.”
“How you goin' to do that?’

“Know a ship-master. Cdls here every season, sometimes more often.
Think he might take me.”

“How long afore he cdlsagain?’

Kharl shrugged. “Don't know. He was here, maybe haf a season ago,
maybe abit longer. Said he'd be back late fdl, early winter.”

“It'll take some doing to stay away from the Watch for that long.”
“You have”

“No one cares about abeggar boy. Y ou pissed off Egen good. He il
has people looking for you. What you going to do?’

“Wait... ligento you. Then... if the ship-master from Austra comes
back, I'll try and get aboard. Could be awhile, though.”



“Better lielow till then. Egen'smean.”
“Why are you helping me?’ asked Kharl.

“Why not?'Y ou adways treated me good as you could. Most don't.
Also, you stood up to Egen. Most don't.” Jekat yawned. “'Sides,
you're strong. Might need that.”

Might need that? Kharl wondered as he took another swallow of the

de. With it and the fowl, he could dmost ignore the stenches from the
renderer and the tanner.

After they finished eating and drinking the last of the de, Jekat took
back the mug and crawled into his cubbyhole and curled up under a
tattered and soiled cover that looked to have been adrapery or
hanging many long years before, doubtless before the boy had even
been born.

Kharl made himsdlf as comfortable as he could under the makeshift
roof between the two walls, using his pack for apillow. He looked
upward into the darkness. Eventually, he did drift into deep, a sort of
restlessdozing.

XXVII

Jxharl wokewith the gray light of dawn, and the crowing of arooster
that he could have done without. Every muscle ached, even muscles he
hadn't known he had.

The moment he moved, Jekat's blond head peered out of the tattered
hanging masking the cubbyhole. “We need to get some grub.”

“You have aplan for that?’

“You got coins, we can try the lower market, except everyone's
looking for you. Even be some Watch down there.”



“Got some smdly rags?’

“Most 'round heresmell...” Jekat grinned. “1 grabbed stuff last night.
Got aredly old cloak. Y ou leave behind the undertunic and tunic. Seeif

itll do*

Kharl didn't want to leave the clothes and the pack and staff, but
neither would have matched the beggarly image. But held need totie
the pouch with the slvers around hisleg, fasten it somehow to the
indgde of histhigh. While Jekat rummaged through the corner of the
cubbyhole, he made the switch, but Ieft the undertunic on, at least until
he had something to wear. It was getting later in harvest, and mornings
were chill. He probably should have pulled out the winter jacket for a
cover to deep under, but he'd been so tired he hadn't even thought of it.

Then, after hetook care of other necessitieswel down thewall inthe

place suggested by Jekat, he returned and donned the ragged hooded
cloak that half conceded hisface.

The urchin-in patched and shapeless gray-looked up from under a
ragged thatch of curly hair, more sandy than true blond. “Let mego
over thewall and look around firdt...”

That bothered Kharl, but he couldn't say why. “Be careful.”

“I'm dways careful.”

Jekat scrambled up thewal nimbly, vanishing slently over thetop.
Kharl listened.

Then he heard ascuffling, and asingle sharp cry, followed by low
words.

“Been layin' for you, beggar boy... seen you comin’ and goin'. Y ou got
coin hidden in there, and you're gonnashareit al with us...”



“Mmmmhph...”

“Hold him... goin' over. Oh... now, what do we have here.” A laugh
followed. “Thisisgoing to befun... red fun... Geehm... youtakea
look-see what's there.”

Onthefar sdeof thewal that was only acubit more than head high,
Kharl dowly took hold of the staff, far too long to be redlly useful inthe
narrow space between the walls, and probably beyond, but the staff
was al he had, and he certainly owed Jekat. He stepped back, waiting.

A lean man in agrimy brown tunic and dark gray trousers, with boots
bound together with strips of leather, scrambled down over thewall, a
stubby knife shimmering in hisright hand. Even before the man could
register Kharl's presence, the cooper drove the end of the staff into the
other's gut with al the force he could manage.

“You dl right, Geehm?’ camefrom the other sde of thewall.

Before the intruder could reply, Kharl brought the staff back and
jabbed at the man's knife hand because there was no room to do
anything but jab, even with his grip hafway down the smooth black
wood.

“Aecll...” Theknife dropped from the atacker's hand, athough Kharl
hadn't struck that hard.

Kharl shifted hisgrip on the warm wood.

“Not going to be easy... not now, you bastard...” Theintruder bent
down.

Kharl could sense... something, and amost without thinking he
dammed the gaff into the other's shoulder. A second knife went flying

againg thewall. Kharl brought the staff up, then down, in an awkward



sideways blow, but one hard enough to drop the man, because he
pitched forward, clearly unconscious the way he sprawled.

Kharl hdf vaulted over the fdlen figure and leaned the staff againgt the
end and corner of the walls as he scrambled up to the top of thewall,
then reached down and grabbed the staff. As heturned he could seea
smaller man holding Jekat and athird man, somewhat larger, moving to
meet him even as Kharl dropped down into the end of the

ancient serviceway.

“Oh... s0 you had someone guarding your loot,” hissed the man
holding Jekat. “Get him, Brot.”

Brot lumbered forward, along knife in each hand.

The serviceway was wider than the space of Jekat's hideaway, and that
alowed Kharl to shift his handsinside the middle iron bands, so that he
could use the staff properly. He hadn't used onein years, dthough his
father had taught him the basics years before, when held still beena
boy, since saffs or cudgels were the only wegpons permitted to
atisansand

crafters.

Stll, it seemed like the gtaff had amind of its own, because Kharl could
amost sense what the bigger man was about to do, and within
moments one of the knives was on the dirt-covered stones, and one of
Brot'swrists hung amost limply. Y et the man charged Kharl again.

Kharl struck once more, then again, and there was asickening crack,
and Brot clutched hisarm and shoulder, then sank to the stones.

“Demon...” the smdler man sarted to thrust Jekat away, but his eyes
went wide, then he crumpled, blood welling acrossthe gray cloth that
covered hisguts. He started to moan.



Jekat bent, then straightened.

Kharl could see the redness across the fallen man's neck. The moans
had stopped.

“Go away!” Jekat snapped at Brot. “ Far away!”

The big man Kharl had wounded staggered to hisfeet, arms dangling
limply, and lumbered out of the serviceway, not even looking back, not
saying aword despite what had to be gresat pain.

“What...?" Kharl blurted.

“Brot'sano-mind. Helogt it to awizard years back. Did whatever his
brother asked.” Jekat gestured to the dead man on the stones, then
looked up. “ The other one?’

“Knocked him out.”

“Let melook.” Jekat scrambled to the top of the lower section of wall
between the tanner'swall and the Tenderer'swall. He peered over,
then looked back down at Kharl. “ Think you killed him. He's not
movinga al.”

“I didn't hit him that hard,” Kharl said.

Jekat dropped back down to the pavement, eyes on the staff Kharl till
held. “That'sablack staff. Must be something about it.”

Kharl had wondered, but he'd scarcely had time to think about it. He
looked at the staff once more. It had certainly been well made, and of
lorken and black iron... but that shouldn't have given it any specid

powers.
“Anyway... we need to get rid of thesetwo.”

Kharl looked at Jekat, taking in the shapeless gray clothes, the raggedly
cut hair, the smooth skin, carefully smudged with grime. HEd never



bothered to look closdly before. Who studied urchins? A lot of things
made much more sense.

“Maybe you'd better go...”
“What isyour name?’ he asked. “ Jekai, Jekati ?”’
“Jeka. Easy enough to add at.”

“Where do you want meto go?’ Kharl asked. “Y ou know | don't
know the aleys and serviceways.”

“Y ou stay, nothing changes.” Her voice was wary.

“Doyouredly think I'd force anything?’ he asked. “Besides, that was
why you helped me, wasn't it?'Y ou must have seen something.”

Jekanodded. “ Saw you save the scrivener's girl. Heard about the
blackstaffer. Some men'd save one. | don't know any who'd risk for
two. Leastwise, | never saw any.” A brief smile crossed her face.
“Three, | guess, now.” The amile vanished. “Nothin' changes.”

“Nothing,” Kharl promised.
“Wedtll got to get rid of him and the other,” Jeka pointed out.

“After dark,” Kharl suggested. “Lift this one over thewadll for now.
Whenit'sdark, I'll drag them out and over astreet or two. Leave'em
in the shadows. Try that now, and someone would see. Watch won't
come here, will they?”’

“Haven't ever.”

“Do you think they told anyone ds=?’

“No. That kind'd want to keep the loot to themselves.”

As helifted the dead man's body and pushed it up over the wall,



Kharl hoped so.

Heturned to Jeka. “Might aswell go.”

Shenodded. “Leavethe s&ff. .. and bend over. Shuffle. Uncomb
your beard.”

Kharl couldn't exactly uncomb his beard, but he tried to make it look
less groomed. In afew days, theway it grew, it would look
disreputable enough. He didn't like leaving the staff, but she wasright.
It was too good for a beggar, far too good. He eased it back over the
wall, then shuffled after Jeka out onto Copper Road. “ Should | beg?’
muttered Kharl.

“Y ou don't, and somell belooking a you funny, 'less you want to
twitch and mumble, something like that.”

“A copper, just acopper... copper, please...” Kharl mumbled.
“Whine more,” suggested Jeka under her breath. “A copper... just
one... hungry... plesse...”

“Better,” shesaid. “Now... you got afew more coppers?’ Kharl
handed over three, trying to keep stooped over and shuffling. He was
finding that holding that position was hard work.

The lower market was in the open space on the north side of the
harbor, below First Cross, aflat areathat had once held warehouses
before they'd been swept away by the great flood and storm in Kharl's
grand-sirestime. The odors of ripe-and rotten-fruit mixed with the
amell of fish and freshly lighted charcod on smal braziers, and with
other less

obvious odors.

Asthey drew nearer, Jekamotioned. “Y ou squat over there... by that
post. Beggars not supposed to bein the market.”



The post was hdf of arotting bollard that lay on its Side twenty cubits
from the first cart, and Kharl sat down cross-legged, the rags covering
his trousers and boots.

Jeka dipped away.

The cooper beganto beg. “... copper... just acopper...” Hetensed
as he saw two men in Watch uniforms strolling down Copper Road
toward the market, but for him to move would call more attention than
remaining huddled by the decayed bollard. Instead, he dropped his
voiceinto amumble, careful to keep hisface down and partly shielded
by the ragged hood.

Surprisingly, the two Watchmen ignored him, asif hedid not exi<,

and stood |ess than fifteen cubits away, their eyes on the melange of
carts, goods spread on ground cloths, and even on the counters of
portable stals.

“... what about that businesswith the slveramith...”
“... sort of thing that reeks of Egen and hislavender...”
“...whocould say... notraces...”

“... never any traces... deadly little snesk...”

Thetdler manlaughed. “... fine... when heswith you... needsyou...
but better wear plate on your back... dealing with him... rather be
down here...”

“... safer thaninthe Justicers Halls. That's certain...”

After aglence, one of two Watchmen asked, “... you seen the new
oneat Bardo's?’

“From Hamor, they say...”

“Hrigging amazing...”



“Uh-oh...”

Thetwo hurried toward a stall where the counter had been knocked
down and awizened woman held athin youth in blue.

“Tried to sted my slks, hedid!”

The youth saw the two in Watch blue, and tried to bolt. He almost
broke free before one of the Watch coshed him with his truncheon.

“Hss...”
Kharl turned his head.
Jeka beckoned. “Need to get you clear ‘fore those two head thisway.”

Kharl didn't argue, but mock-struggled to his feet and hobble-shuffled
after Jeka.

“I got some bread and dried figs, and awedge of hard cheese.
Watch'U come up Cargo Road. Be agood thing to be gone. We can
fill theflask at the fountain on Second Cross.”

Kharl hadn't seen the flask, but Jeka could have concealed that and
morein the shapdess garments. She had, in fact.

They kept to the Side of the road, making their way back along the
aleyway off Copper Road up to Second Cross. The fountain therewas
for horses, but there was only one spavined cart mare drinking from the
stone trough under the fountain. Without direction from Jeka, Kharl
eased into the morning shadows and settled down into aheap against
the brick wall acrossthe street.

A tradesman waking swiftly by glanced toward Kharl.
“A copper... just acopper...”

“Gowork for it, fllow. No timefor lazy beggars.”



“... worked hard, ser... can't now...”

“...dl say that...” With asnort, the tradesman walked on by.

From somewhere else a copper clattered on the stones. Kharl swept
itin, dmogt feding guilty.

Jekawaited until the ashman led the limping mare away, then rinsed
theflask andfilledit.

Kharl made his hobbling and stooped way northward along Second
Cross, then downhill, following the dley to First Cross, keeping Jeka at
adistance until they passed the last wall of the dateyard, where she
made her way to apile of stones above the ancient breskwater and
settled onto awide and flat stone.

Kharl took the stone across from her. His eyes surveyed the harbor
and the piersto the south. There were but five oceangoing vesselstied
up, and none bore the twin square-rigged masts of the Seastag, not
that he'd expected the vessdl to return to Brysta so soon.

“Looking for that ship?’ asked Jeka, extending a chunk of bread and a
section of the hard cheese.

“It's not there. Won't be for two or three eightdays, at least. Maybe
longer. Good view of the harbor from here.”

“We can see anyone coming from here. Can't really see us, not with
thedaeyard wal.”

“Why did you come here from Sagana?’ he asked after amouthful
of bread and cheese.

“What else could | do? My dadied when his mule bolted and the
harness broke, meta buckle dashed his neck. Mafound him inthe



field. Strong woman, she was. She farmed the plot and sheared the
flock fromthetime| could recal. Meand Sis, we spun and wove. Got
to be pretty good. Fever got Maand Sis, three years back. Tariff
farmer, he claimed the place owed tariffs, loom and dl. He said he was
goin' to indenture me to Gelha-ran the same sort of place as Bardo's,
‘cept worse. | took the coinsand ran. I'm small... been passing for a
beggar boy. Figured I'd have to leave soon. People notice when you
don't grow.” Jeka stopped to eat, then passed the water flask to Kharl.

“Thank you.”
“What happened to your boys?’ Jeka asked. “Saw 'em, and then
they were gone*

“Artha... he signed on a ship as a carpenter's apprentice, and Charee's
sster took Warrl. Couldn't fight that. Knew, | guess, | wasgoing to
|ose the cooperage.”

“ 'Fore that busnesswith Vexon?’
“Vexon?’

“Fellow you killed with the cudgel. He's an assassin. He wastill you
killed him, anyway. Lotsafolk be pleased you did himin. They say he
worked for Egen.”

“Thought s0,” Kharl mumbled.
“Why'd you say you'd lose the place?’

“Tariff farmer-Fyngd. Twice-doubled my tariff. Said held been ordered
to by Lord West. Egen, | figure. Noway I'd be able to raise twelve
golds by the turn of winter.”

“Twelve... golds?’
Kharl nodded.



“Like afortune. Egen mustawanted to hurt you bad,” said Jeka. “Don't
know which isworse, lord or tariff farmer.”

“Lord,” suggested Kharl. “ Tariff farmers do asthey'retold. May be
greedy, but that's what the lords want.”

“Justicers aren't much better.”

“Not from what I've seen,” Kharl agreed. “ My father, he said they
were better in the old times, when Lord West's grandsirewas lord.”

“Can't go back. Past doesn't come again.”

“No.” Kharl swalowed, alumpin histhroat at the words, Sitting on
stone rubble on the ruined northern side of the harbor, realizing again all
that he'd logt. “It doesn't.”

XXVIII

For the next eightday, every morning Kharl woke up listening,
wondering whether that day would be the one that the Watch would
find him, or whether another set of beggar-brigands would track and
attack them. Neither happened-not in the space between the walls nor
on their journeys down the shadowed sides of streets, dleys, and
serviceways,

but he was dl too aware that either could-and still might.

After two days, he'd found alength of cast-off timber, and, over the
next severd, managed to use his belt knifeto carveagrip onit, so that
it could function as haf saff or cudgel, whilelooking like awaking
stick for acreaky old man. Since Kharl felt it was unwise to take the
black staff with him, the makeshift stick and wegpon offered some
reassurance.

On sixday-at least, he thought it was sixday-Kharl woke early, dmost
shivering in amorning that verged on frosty. Jekawas still adeep



behind her canvases. He wondered how long it might be before Hagan
returned, but he knew that was eightdays away, maybe a half season at
best, even with the so-called short voyage the Austran captain was
making. If matters got too bad, perhaps Kharl could find another ship.
Too bad? He nearly laughed out loud, but that would have wakened
Jeka. He wasn't certain how things could get much worse, not unless
Egen caught him and tortured and hanged him. Had he been wrong just
to leave the cooperage? He frowned, thinking. He couldn't have sold
the building and the businessfor enough golds even to pay thetariffs
due. That was clear. But he still wondered.

The canvas shivered, and before long, Jeka appeared. “ Y ou look asif
someonewas goin' to hang you.” Kharl dmost burgt into laughter &t the
cheerful tone of her voice expressing such dour thoughts. “ Sad to think

| don't dare show my face

to buy food.”

“Y ou do, and the Watch'll be lookin' for you, quick-like. They keep
asking for you.”

“Y ou haven't-”

“Haven't told no one. Vaska-one of ‘em sorta nice to me-get a copper
from him now 'n then, hetold meif | ever ran across you-said the
cooper Kharl-beagoldinit for me...”

Kharl shook his head.
“I wouldn't take no gold. Wouldn't turn anyone over to Egen.” Jekas
voice turned dark.

After amoment, Kharl spoke. “I was thinking about the cooperage.
Was my das and my grandsire's. Thought 1'd be able to passit onto

ny



boys™

“Not with pisser Egen after you. They say...” Jekabroke off her
words.

“What?’

“... just things. HE's mean, alot meaner 'n he should be.”

Kharl could agree with that. “I thought 1'd go out for a bit.”

“If youwant... best becareful... ill don't know the dleyswell asyou
should...”

Kharl stood. “I'll be careful. Can't lways ask you to do everything.”
After taking his makeshift stick and wegpon, and gathering the ragged
cloak that was far from warm enough around him, he eased hisway up
thewall. Once he was certain no one wasin the serviceway, he
clambered over and scuttled out of the serviceway and onto the street.

It was early enough that there were few about, just servants headed
down to the fish market, and dockers and laborers. No one looked at
the ragged beggar moving uphill toward the crafters section of Brysta,
and when he began to ask for coppers, most moved well away from
him.

As he neared his cooperage, Kharl moved from the main street into the
aley that ran behind the Tankard, an dley likely to be empty inthe
morning. He kept his eyes open, and listened carefully, as he neared the
rear of the cooperage. Both the rear door and the loading dock
doorway had been carelessly boarded up. He watched for atime, but
neither saw nor heard anyone.

He edged past the cooperage to Fifth Cross, where he turned back
toward Crafters Lane. There heturned and limped dowly past the
tinsmith's, then Derdan's woolen shop, and finally past the cooperage,
asdowly as he could. The display window of the cooperage was



covered with boards, and what he could see of the glass was streaked
with dirt and afew pigeon droppings.

On the door, aso boarded shut, was an oblong of parchment with a
blue wax sedl and ablue ribbon. Both parchment and ribbon showed
signs of water spots and dust. Kharl peered and squinted at the
parchment.

... know al by these present that the premises and contentswill be

presented at public auction on sevenday, the tenth week of fal... al
may bid, save any related by blood to the former owner, the cooper
Kharl...

Kharl caught sight of someone walking up thefar sde of thelane and
looked away, dowly limping toward the square. From what he'd

glimpsed, the rest of the notice had declared that no bid under fifteen
golds would be accepted and had then merely spelled out the need for
the winning bidder to be prepared to pay in gold at the conclusion of the

auction.
The signature had been that of Reynol, Lord Justicer.

That didn't surprise Kharl in the dightest, nor did the minimum price.
Lord West wanted histariffs, oneway or another.

Kharl kept limping past Tyrbel's scriptorium. The door was closed, but
not boarded up. He wondered if Sanyle il lived there, or if she had
goneto livewith one of her older ssters-or if, horribly, Egen had taken
her for his own purposes. The cooper'slips tightened as he limped
downhill toward the upper market square, the one now too good for
him, where a beggar would be run off.

XXIX

Sevenday came and went, as did eightday and oneday. Kharl's



stomach growled most of the time. The end-days had been lean, with
fewer placesfor Jekaor Kharl to cadge or buy food cheaply. Thin
clouds promised a brisk and cool day, but one without rain, and one
suited for what Kharl needed to do. He opened his pack and took out
atunic.

Jekalooked at Kharl, quizzicdly, but not speaking.
“I'mgoing to leavefor afew days,” he said. “Y ou want to come?’
“Where?’

“Out to the southeast, ahamlet called Peachill.” Jeka cocked her head.
“No. Better that you go aone.”

“You bedl right?’

Shelaughed. “1 wasfine fore you came... bedl right if you go.”
“I'll be back inaday or so.”

“That'swhat-"

“l will,” Kharl said.

“I'll seeyou then.” Jekaturned her head away. “I'm going out to see my
boy.” Kharl didn't know why he had to explain to Jeka, but he did. “I
want to know if he'sdl right.” He knew

that, in some ways, going to Peachill was dangerous. Dangerous or not,
he had to know that Warrl wasal right.

“Why'd you leave him?’

“I didn't. | told you. He left me. He was afraid I'd lose everything, and
that somehow it was all my fault, and he wrote his aunt, and she came,
and heleft with her.”

Jekalooked up at him.



Kharl wasn't sure how to read the darknessin her eyes. “1 knew they
wereright, but how... how could | have just given up the cooperage?’

Shedidn't say anything, but she might aswell have stated that he'd lost
it anyway, and lost hissonsaswell.

“I have to make surehesdl right.” Kharl knew he was repeating
himself, but she had to understand.

Jekanodded. “I'll be here.” She turned away.

Kharl pulled on histunic and winter jacket. Hed wear the ragged cloak
over the jacket until he was clear of Brysta, but he wasn't going to see
Warrl asabeggar. Especidly not when his son was staying with
Merayni.

Once he |eft the space between thewalls, it took him more than aglass
to reach the southeast road at the foot of the harbor on the outskirts of
Brysta No one seemed to be following him, but he kept walking until
he was agood kay beyond the pillars that marked the limits of Brysta
and until the road was empty. Only then did he shed the ragged cloak,
roll it into acylinder, and hide it in the hedgerow behind the stone wall.
He paused amoment, trying to mark the location in his memory.

He kept the short walking stick, and it was amost apleasure to be able
to straighten up and stretch hislegs aong the gently curving road.

Midmorning came... and went, and he was fill on the road.

Early in the afternoon, he saw awoman cleaning out her garden, and
for severa coppers, persuaded her to provide him with ahalf aloaf of
bread, some hard cheese, aleek, and permission to use her well for
water. The water and the food added some spring to his step, at least
for another three or four kays, when hisfeet began to ache, and his
steps dowed.

Still, by late afternoon, he reached the kaystone that announced



Peachill. He knew that Dowsyl's orchards were off alane on the west
sde of the road, somewhere short of the hamlet, but it had been more
than five years since he and Charee had visited Merayni, and Kharl
could not remember the lane exactly. He walked another five rods, and

stopped.

With asigh, hewaked another fifty cubitsto ahutlike dwelling set amid
gardens needing preparation for the winter. There, he knocked.

After severd moments, the oblong peep-door opened. “Don't need
nothing sharpened,” came awoman'svoice.

“I'm not atinker. I'm atraveler. Could you tel mewhich lane leadsto
Dowsyl's place?’

“Why you want to know?’
“Becausethey'refamily,” Kharl replied.

Whilethe small part of the woman'sface Kharl could see expressed
doubt, she cleared her throat. “If you were coming south, you already
passed it. Last lane back. Go in about two kays, and the houseisjust

past the peach trees.”
“He dill havethelittle barn between the pearappl es and peaches?’

“Yes” Evenwith the sngleword, some of the suspicion lifted from the
woman's face. Then, the peep-door closed with a click.

“Thank you.” Even with the door closed, Kharl bowed. Then he
headed back northward to thefirst lane.

It could have been that he wastired, but the distance to Dowsyl's
orchards seemed far longer than two kays. The sun hung low inthe
western sky abovetherolling hills covered with amixture of graying
broadleaf trees and pines before Kharl stopped at the low stone wall
that bordered the lane.



Beyond the peach trees, their leaves now almost entirely winter-gray,
Kharl could see the square dwelling with the heavy thatched roof, and
beyond the house, the rows of pearapple trees, with some leaves ill
showing patches of green. After ganding in the lanefor atime, he
walked through the gateless opening in the sonewall. He had amost
reached the clear areaaround the house when he heard footstepsto his
right and turned.

“Dal You came!” Warrl ran from the smal barn toward hisfather. He
looked as though he might throw hisarms around hisfather, then
stopped. “Y ou came. | wasn't sure you would.”

“Your aunt said | waswelcome, and | wanted to see how you were
mrg.”

“I'velearned alot, and...” Warrl stopped and looked past Kharl.
Kharl turned. The broad-shouldered Merayni, wearing aragged apron
covered with flour, gppeared on the narrow porch of the orchard
cottage.

The cooper nodded toward Charee's sister, then began to walk toward
her.

Warrl waked beside hisfather. “Aunt Merayni... Dacame.”
“| seethat.” Merayni'svoicewaslevd.

“Merayni...” Dowsyl appeared behind Warrl. “Kharl'swaked along
way. I'm sure he could use something for histhirst.”

Merayni looked at her consort, then at Kharl. “1'll find something.” She
paused. “ Everything iswonderful, and you're going to teke Warrl?’ Her
voicewas cold and edged.

“No. Thingsare not wonderful. Y ou wereright.” Kharl met Merayni's
eyesdirectly. “I lost the cooperage, and I'm getting by best | can. | may
have to go to sea. But | wanted to see Warrl.”



Abruptly, Merayni looked down, if but dightly.

“Hard thing, to lose something likethat,” said Dowsyl dowly.
“Wouldn't want to lose the orchards and land. Know | wouldn't take to
that.”

“Da... I'msorry.” Warrl'svoice was low.

“You didn't do that, son. | made some mistakes. Sometimes... you
make mistakes, and bad things happen.”

“How did you loseit, Da?’ asked Wartl.

“I couldn't make the golds for the tariffs. Thejusticer put it up for public
auction. Said no one related to me by blood could bid onit.” Kharl
was troubled by his own words. Although what he said was truthful,
what heimplied was not exactly so.

“Comesfrom upsetting lords...” murmured Merayni.

“It does,” Kharl agreed. “But thereslittle | can do now.”
Merayni dipped into the squarish dwelling.

Dowsyl stepped closer. “Long walk, Kharl.”

“It was, but | wanted to see Warrl. | wasn't surewhen | might be able
to get back here”

“Sad you were welcometo stay here. | meant it.”

“I' know,” Kharl replied. “1 thank you for that, but I'm a cooper. I'm not
agrower. | don't know trees or the land.”

Merayni came back out onto the porch, bearing alarge mug. “ Just
drew this”

Kharl accepted the worn clay mug and took along swallow of the cool
water. “Thank you.” Hetook another, draining the mug and handing it



back.

“Wadll... your Das here, Warrl,” Dowsyl said. “He'shad along
journey. Least we can do ishave a solid supper and offer him abed for

thenight.

Before Merayni could say anything, Kharl replied. “ Both would be
welcome, but just amat and ablanket in the little barn would be good.
I'll haveto leavein themorning.”

“Therésacomfortable palet there,” Merayni said, “and we've blankets
to spare.”

“Thank you.”

“Beabit before supper, though.”

“ Anything would bewelcome. .. anytime.” Kharl bowed his head
dightly.

“Da? Can | show you the orchard and the trees Uncle Dowsyl let me
prune?‘ asked Warrl.

“You surely can,” replied Kharl.

“Over thisway... he had me start on the pearapples...”

AsKharl followed his son, he could not but overhear the words
behind them.

“... wassuch aproud man... amogst fed sorry for him...
Almog...“

“... not right, what happened...”



“ ... doesn't matter. .. should have known better. Charee warned him...
shedid...”

They wereright, Kharl reflected. Charee had warned him. Sheld
warned him that helping people could hurt her and the children, and
Kharl had tried to help Sanyle and Jenevra. .. and one was an orphan
and the other was dead-and Kharl had lost his consort and cooperage,
and at least one son. For al that Merayni said, asadnessfell acrossthe
cooper as he considered that trying to do good had created such awful
results. He forced a smile onto hisface as he followed and listened to

his son.
“Thisone... | had to do twice. Therewasagraft... you see,
here..."

Kharl just watched Warrl, listening.

XXX

On threeday morning, Kharl was up at dawn and used the well behind
the cottage to wash up, chill asthe air was, cold as the water was.

Warrl joined him just asthe sun flooded a clear fal sky. “Y ou haveto
go today, Da?’

“I do.”
“Uncle Dowsyl said you could stay. | heard him.”

Kharl decided against pointing out Merayni'sviews on that. “Y our
uncleisagood and kindly man, Warrl. But... I'm not agrower. 'ma
cooper. | might be able to be a carpenter somewhere, or do other
things, but agrower I'm not.”

“Aunt Merayni doesn't think you'll ever be a cooper again. She said 0.
Isit true?’



“I can't be acooper in Brysta. I'd have to go somewhere else, maybe
even another land.”

“Y ou could come here”

Kharl shook his head. “Peachill istoo small for acooper. People only
need afew barrelsayear here.”

“Y ou don't want to come?’
“| can't, son.”
“Y ou don't want to...”

“It'snot that...” Kharl tried to think of an answer that would express
what hefdt. “It's... I'd rather bewith you... but if | came here... it
wouldn't befair to Merayni or Dowsyl... or to you. It'stoo closeto
Brysta. It'still part of Lord West'slands.”

“How could that be?'Y ou work hard. Y ou'd do that, here. | know you
would. You dwayswork hard.”

“Warrl... do you remember what happened in Brysta? Every timel
cross the street there, now, | have to look to make sure there aren't any
of Lord Egen's bravos around. I'm staying with people, poor people,
but | haveto sneak in and out. If | came here, and Lord Egen found
out...” Kharl shook hishead dowly.

“No! It can't be...” Warrl's headshake was violent. “Y ou're just saying
that...” Heturned and found himself held by Dowsyl. He looked p.
“UncleDowsyl... that... itcan't be...”

“Lad... | fear 0,” said Dowsyl dowly. “Y our da's got the right of it,
sad asitis”

“I had to make sure you were dl right,” Kharl said, hiseyesfixed on
Warrl's narrow face, in some ways so much like hismother's. “But |



dare not come back too soon. And if | go to sea, I'll not be able to.
Not for a

tirTE_“
“But... why?What did you do?’

“Y our dadid what wasright,” answered Dowsyl. “Times... whena
man does, and alord's done wrong, al those around the man suffer. It's
not fair, lad, but that's the way of the world. But don't be blaming your
dafor doing right. Theréstoo few that will in these days.” Warrl dowly
turned. “Da...”

Kharl stepped forward and put his arms around his son. He also
mouthed the words, “ Thank you,” to Dowsy!.

The grower nodded, with a sad smile, before saying, “Merayni's got
breskfast for us. Come on in when you're ready.” After amoment, he
added, “Y our dawill need agood fill, Warrl. Long walk back to
Brysta” Heturned and left them.

“I'm sorry, Da,” offered Warrl, stepping back from Kharl's embrace.
“Soam |. Never thought...” Kharl shook his head again. Warrl looked
down.

After another silence, the cooper said, “We'd better go eat.” Breakfast
was hearty, with fried apples and pearapples, ham dices, and hot bread
from the oven. There wasllittle conversation, because he and Warrl had
said what they could, as had Dowsyl, and because Merayni had long
sncevoiced her views. Y oung Dowlan was interested in having more
pearapples, and his sisters chattered about the new goat kid.

Before dl that long, the food was gone, and Kharl had given Warrl a
last hug, thanked Merayni and Dowsyl. Inturn, Merayni had given
Kharl sometravel bread, cheese, and some dried pearapples. Then
Kharl waswalking down the long lane toward the main road. Thelight
wind rustled the dry winter-gray leaves dtill clinging to the grove



trees.
The cooper reflected as he walked eastward on the lane toward the

road back to Brysta. Dowsyl had seemed concerned, and Kharl had
sensed sadnessin Warrl. Merayni had been polite. Sheld not even said
anything nasty and had been hospitableto him, if cool, athough he
could tell that she had been more than glad to see Kharl leave-without
Warrl.

When Kharl reached the main road to Brysta, where he turned north,
he could fed eyes on his back-probably those of the woman with the
less-than-orderly gardens, watching to see where the stranger might be
headed. He kept walking.

By midmorning, he was hungry, and he stopped beside astream and
sampled some of the bread and dried pearapples. He saved the rest of
what Merayni had given him for later. He knew held be even hungrier
then, and who knew when or what he'd eat once he reached Brysta.

He'd walked another glass or so, when, at the sound of hoofs on the
road, Kharl glanced behind him. He saw no riders coming from the
south, and that suggested that they were on the far sde of the curvein
the road ahead. He looked around, then spied an opening in the
hedgerow behind the stone wall bordering the road. He scrambled into
the hedgerow just asthefirgt rider of a column of lancers cantered
around the curve and into Sght.

While the lancersin blue tunics trimmed in burgundy rode past, Kharl
counted more than twoscore riders. None said aword, and none had
wegpons at the ready, though al bore scabbards holding sabres.

Where were the lancers headed in such arush-and why?
Kharl wondered if he'd ever know.

Once they had passed, and the sound of hoofs had died away, he



eased himsdlf out of hishiding place in the hedgerow and continued
walking northward, doubting that he would reach the tannery walls until
well after dark. Longer, if he encountered more lancers.

He hoped nothing had happened to Jekain his absence.
XXXI

Early on fourday morning, Kharl woketo find acloudy sky, with cold
migt haf-drifting, half-drizzling through the open ends of the makeshift
roof between thewalls, aharbinger of late fall and of thewinter to
come. Intermittently, water dripped down off each end of the roof, and,
every S0 often, from somewherein the middle.

Kharl drew the winter shegpskin jacket around him, taking comfort in
itswarmth, but knowing it was too fine to wear on the sireets, at least
not in his guise as abeggar. He reached out and ran hisfingers over the
black staff. It wasn't exactly warm, but it didn't fedl cold, and
somehow, touching it had acalming effect on Kharl. Heamost felt as
though life had somehow become more clear. He knew that was not
true, not a al, but it felt that way.

Jeka had come back |ate the night before-long after he had trudged
through the alleys and serviceways-and she had scuttled into her
hidey-hole without spesking.

Kharl pressed hislipstogether tightly, swallowing. Charee was dead.
Her sster despised him. Artha had stormed out. The cooperage would
be sold, and Kharl was hiding like arat between walls. Hed lost
everything and everyone he had loved. While he'd learned long before
that fairness was absent in much of life, he hadn't expected such
unfairnessto descend on him.

Hislips quirked into asardonic smile. He doubted that hislife would
ever be clear again. If hedidn't get out of Brysta before too long, the
length of that life waslikely to be short indeed. Y et, he couldn't walk
far enough because dl Nordlawas under the laws of the Quadrant.



That meant that, if he were discovered e sewherein Nordla, Lord
West-or Egen-could request his return from any other lord. At best,
that meant living like Jeka, or living alie, waiting to be discovered.
Neither dternative gppeded to Kharl.

“Gettin' cold,” observed Jeka as she eased from her cubbyhole. “How
was your boy?’

“Doing fine. He's learning how to be agrower.”
“S0... hedidn't want to be a cooper?’

“Helost hismother. Hed rather stay with his aunt and uncle than lose
more.”

“I'da stayed with Maanywhere,” Jekasaid in alow voice.
“Y our mother was lucky you felt that way.”
“Didn't hep her none”

From the bleakness of her tone, Kharl decided not to pry. “How do
you make it through the winter?’

“Wel asl can... | keep the cubby sedled, much as| can. It'shigher, so
water doesn't comein.” Jeka shrugged. “ Got pretty thin by spring this
year.”

“Y ou can't keep doing this”

“What elseisthere? | won't go to a pleasure house. No one elseU
haveme...”

Kharl glanced &t the section of sky visible between thewal and the
crude roof, dark gray and getting lower. “Won't find much at the lower
market today. Anyplace €se we can get something to eat?”’

“We could go to the White Pony. Seeif there's Stuff left. Sometimes,
thereis. Durol'll et the girls sdll it cheap, copper or two.”



“Might aswdll try.” Kharl's somach was growling, asit often did of
late. The dight paunch he had developed over the past few years had
aready begun to shrink, but the process wasn't pleasant-or noiseless.

“It'sdl right... you know,” Jekasaid.
“What'sal right?” Kharl had no ideawhat she meant.

“That you got some coppers. Everyone hidestheir coin. Y ou haveto.
Y ou been red generous.”

“So have you. Sharing your space. Y ou helped me with shdlter. | help
with food.”

“Maybe... maybe...” Jekas eyes dropped.

“What?’

“Maybe you're too honest to be... acooper.” Her wordstrailed away.
Too honest to be a cooper? Was Brystathat bad?

“... shouldntasad anything,” Jeka mumbled.

“Never thought of that,” Kharl replied. Still mulling over her
observation, he packed away the winter jacket, regretfully.

Before long, they were over the wdl and out of the serviceway,

jnaking their way uphill and eastward, toward the dightly better section
f the harbor area where the White Pony was |ocated off Third Cross,
but farther to the south.

Thewind picked up, and the misty rain struck Kharl'sfacelikeicy
needles, despite the hood of the ragged cloak. Theicy needlesaso
penetrated the ragged fabric in too many other places. “ Shoulda holed
up for the day,” suggested Jeka. “Y ou want to go back?’

“Not that far now.” After amoment, she added, “ 'Sides, then I'd have



to give back your coppers.” A gaminelike grin gppeared and quickly
vanished.

They walked another long cross block before Jeka turned up anarrow
dley. “Wetakethisto the stable”

“Stable?

“Pony's got afew rooms upstairs. Somefolk stay there, those that
don't know better.” Jeka eased closeto ared brick wall irregularly
darkened by the misty rain. “Best you wait here just around the corner,

by the old gatepogt.”

Kharl followed her ingtructions and huddled in the corner formed by a
short gate-wall and the corner of the stable nearest the alley. As Jeka
scurried urchin-like toward the inn, from under histhin and ragged and
increasingly damp cloak, Kharl watched her.

Jeka dipped dong the stable wall toward the rear kitchen door of the
inn. She had barely passed the open stable door when a squarish man,
with an oiled-leather cape to protect him against the damp, stepped out
of the stable. A burly man in adark burgundy wool jacket followed
him, and the second carried aknifein hisbelt, long enough amost to be
ashortsword, and atruncheon in hisright hand.

A senseof... something... surrounded the squarish man, something
that Kharl couldn't exactly see.

“Y ou, beggar boy!” ordered the man in the cape. “ Y ou owe me
something.”

Jeka froze for amoment, then shook her head and started to dart
away, but the bodyguard was quicker and grabbed her arm. A flash of
something-white-flared from the fingers of the well-dressed man, and
Jeka once morefroze.

“Now, young woman dressed asaboy... you will wait herewith



Fan... until | return. 1 will not be gone but afew momentsto collect...

your companion.” The squarish man laughed softly. ” Since you ow,,
me..." Helaughed again.

Jekasaid nothing.
A broad and not terribly pleasant smile appeared on Farn's face.

“Y ou will not disturb her, Farn. My uses comefirst. Two will bef,
better than one. What awonderful coincidence, especidly inthis
wegther.” The broad man walked aong the sdewall of the White Pony
ignoring the rear kitchen door and heading for the front door. He did so
without so much as alook backward.

Kharl eased hisway out from the dley, shuffling toward the tavern and
leaning on his stick. Hetried not to ook anywhere near the bodyguard
or Jeka, but toward the kitchen door.

“Youl” snagpped Farn. “Go somewheredse.”

“Hungry,” whined Kharl. “Copper for ahungry man? Copper, kind
ser? Copper... 7

Farn let go of Jeka. She did not move. The bodyguard lifted his
truncheon.

Kharl moved, bringing his shaped timber up in asingle swift motion and
driving the sharper end into the other's gut with al the forcethat a
cooper could bring to bear. The bodyguard staggered. His breath
puffed out with an explosive grunt, but he held on to the truncheon.

Kharl grabbed the middle of hiswegpon and, holding it in two hands,
dammed it Sraight up into the other'sjaw. Therewasadull crack as
the guard's jawbone snapped. Thistime the truncheon fell, but the man
dowly, so dowly, it seemed to Kharl, reached for Kharl's neck.

Two-handed, again, Kharl drove his crude staff into the other's nose.



Blood welled over the guard's face, and his entire body went dack,
dumping, then crumpling onto the muddy ground. For just an ingtant,
Kharl thought he saw a netlike veil of white and black, a spiderweb of
sortswithin the body of the guard, appear, then disintegrate.

He shook his head, then lowered the makeshift staff.

Jeka dtill stood immobile, and the stillness and the total lack of
expression on her face shocked Kharl. What had the other man done
to her? Used some sort of wizardry? He glanced toward the White
Pony, but no one seemed to have seen what had happened.

He grabbed Jekas arm. She didn't move.
“Come on. Follow me.”
Thistime, when hetugged at her arm, she followed, but her

movements were gtiff and jerky. Kharl hurried them into the dley and
out of sight from the tavern. They had gone dmost another block
before the mist began to changeinto alight rain. Still, it took far longer
to return to the serviceway leading to Jeka's hidey-hole than it had to

trave fromit.

Oncethere, Kharl looked at the wall. He could easily boost Jeka over
thewall, but he worried that sheid fal on the other sde. He couldn't
rry her and climb thewall himsdif.

“Climb over thewall and down the other Sde. Wait there,” hefinaly
sad.

Jekafollowed his commands, again awkwardly. After alook back,
Kharl scrambled after her. She stood waiting on the other side, her face
blank. Drops of rain from the edge of the roof fell on her. Some
dribbled down her face. She had not moved.



“Move under theroof.” Kharl guided her into the drier section of the
makeshift dwelling, then set down his crude short steff.

Hejust looked at her for atime. What could he do? The wizard had
done something with the white flash. White? He frowned, thinking, then
nodded. It certainly couldn't hurt. He stepped to one side and did the
long black staff from under the rags.

Then he turned toward Jeka.

Her eyeswidened, and she began to tremble. Kharl took her hand.
“No!” she screamed, struggling to get away from the staff.

Kharl pressed the gtaff to the hand he held.

Hsssttt! The hissing sound was dmost like water on ared-hot iron
blank.

Jeka collapsed like a street-show marionette whose strings had been
cut, and Kharl had to struggle to hold her one-handed, while he set
asdethe black staff. Then he propped her form into ahaf-gitting
position againgt the stone wall. The hand that had touched the staff was
reddened, asif it had been dightly burned. Y et the staff had not been
that hot to Kharl'stouch.

Did white and black magic dways react that way?
“Ohhh...” Jekalooked up, eyes darting around. “What...”
“How much do you remember?’

“There was awhite flash, then...” She shook her head. Tears seeped
from the corners of her eyes. “I would have done anything anyone told
rre"

“That was what he wanted.”

“But... won't they come after us?’



“The bodyguard won't.”
“Youkilled him.”

“| didn't meanto.” Kharl thought about hiswords, then added. “N,He
felt so evil that | had to. Except | redlly wasn't thinking that then” His
actions dill confused him.

“Won't thewizard come after usfor that?’ Jeka shivered.

“Hemight,” Kharl conceded. “But it'sraining, and it's hard to track
peoplein therain, even with dogs. He didn't seeme, | don't think.” He
paused. “Y ou have any other hiding places?’

“They're not very good. Thisisthe only redly good one.”

“Then, wed better stay here. Well have to be very careful when we go
out. And I'm coming with you.”

“Guess... guessyoud better.” Thefaint tears fill oozed from the
corners of Jekas eyes.

Kharl didn't have any ideawhat he could say to make her fed better.
All that because he'd been hungry.

XXXII

JVharl's somach had gone well beyond empty and painful by dawn five
mornings later, after four days of weather ranging from mist to rain so
heavy that it had falen in wals of icy water. He was sore and stiff
because only asmall area of the poorly roofed hiding space had
remained usable-and that had been damp. When the sun finally rose on
acold and clear oneday, the cloudless sky and bright morning sunlight
did littleto cheer him. Nor did it ease his aching muscles and empty
bdly.

Jekafinally crawled out of her cubby, yawning. “Need to deep when



you can. Sleep more, and you don't need to eat so much.”
“Could be”

“Leagtit'soneday,” she offered. “Lower market's good on oneday.
'Specidly by afternoon.”

Beforetoo long, sheleft, and after afew moments, Kharl followed,

«mying hissmall wooden begging bowl. He had to be careful climbing ,
hewall, because he felt abit light-headed, but the walking, even at his
affected hobble, cleared away some of the faintness.

The rain had washed away much of the stench from the rendering yard
and from the tannery, and the cold breeze from the west brought a
cleaner smell to Brysta. It wouldn't last that long, Kharl knew, but it
hel ped as he hobbled down Copper Road, trailing Jeka by agood half
block, when he could even see her elusive form.

He continued to plead, “A copper, just a copper for apoor man...” As
usual, most of those on the street ignored Kharl the beggar either by
walking past quickly or by avoiding him. He did get one copper in the
battered wooden bowl.

The sun was agood quarter of the way up the eastern sky when Kharl
paused on the rubble-strewn corner on the northeast side of the harbor,
short of the dateyard. From there, he looked at the lower market with
itstents, carts, and portable stdls. He didn't see Jeka. He could see,
except it was afeding, more than a seeing, a patchy area of whiteness
on the southern side of the open space that held the market.

Abruptly, and from nowhere, Jeka dashed from acart and crossed the
soggy ground between them. She stopped and extended a half loaf of
bread. “Mamata gave it to me. She said she'd eaten some, and couldn't
eat any more and couldn't sl it.”

Kharl took abite of the heavy rye, and his mouth watered. He forced



himsdf to hand the bread back to Jeka after another bite.
“I had more than that,” she said, refusing the bread.

Kharl didn't argue. He took severd more large mouthfuls, and within
moments, he arted to fed lesslight-headed. He handed the remaining
bread to Jeka.

Thistime, shetook the quarter loaf remaining and finished haf of i,
then gave the remainder back. He ateit, even licking the crumbs off his

fingers.

“I need to seewhat else | can scrounge or get cheap,” she said.
“Stay away from the southern end,” he said.

Jekalooked at him.

“Jugt afeding,” he said, not wanting to explain.

“I'll be careful. Alwaysam.”

“Bemore careful,” he suggested. “Don't know where that wizard might
show up.”

“Here? Not likely.” Jekalaughed, then made her way back toward the
catsand gdls.

Kharl followed. Even after the bread, his mouth watered as the scent of
roasting fowl wafted around him. How long had it been snce hed sat at
his own table and eaten fowl? And de? And as much bread as he
wanted?

He kept moving. Instead of staking out a space and sitting down, he
hobbled around the harborside end of the market, occasionaly
pleading, extending the bowl. “ A copper ... just a copper for a poor

Over the eightdays he'd been in hiding, he doubted that he'd collected



more than nine or ten coppers, but his efforts made it easier to

conceal the source of the coins he'd given to Jeka, not so much for
her |

she knew better-but from those with whom she dedlt. He stopped and
dumped, asif tired, but the dump was not al pose, not with thelittle he
had eaten over the end-days.

Then hereturned to waking and whining, “... copper... justa
copper...”

As he neared the southwestern corner of the market, Kharl could see
the patchy whitish fog more clearly, centered around a maroon-painted
gal. Heblinked, and the fog vanished. Was he seeing things because
he was hungry? But the fog had become clearer after held eaten.

He limped and hobbled farther south, easing himsdlf closer to the
maroon stall, finaly squatting near the rotten bollard section where hed
often placed himsdif.

“Copper... just acopper...” he mumbled, watching the stall where
severd youths, three girls, two women, and atall man were gathered.

“Oo0s’ and “aahhs’ came from the group.

“Afew coins here, any coin,” cameavoice, “and you'll see what you've
never seen.”

After amoment, aflare of bluish flame erupted from somewherein
front of the group, then vanished. It wasn't flame, Kharl could tell,
athough hedidn't redlly know how he knew, but it looked likeit, and

everyone stepped back.

For amoment, Kharl caught aglimpse of the wizard, wearing ared
cape. Behind and to the | eft of the wizard stood another man, amost
identica to the bodyguard Kharl had killed-or had hekilled the man
outsde the White Pony? Kharl swallowed. The wizard was the same



man who had ensorceled Jeka. But what was he doing in the lower

market? Looking for her? Kharl's fingers tightened around his stick, a
poor weapon against awizard, but the only one he had. He kept
watching/ more aware of the whiteness that was not fog.

The small crowd once more drew nearer to the wizard.

“You see?’ Thewizard laughed. “All of you draw near, and you will
see something truly specid. Closer now... and who might have acoin?
For miracles do not comewithout aprice.”” He laughed again,

heertily.
Kharl shivered at the laughter, feding something more behind it.

“A copper? Cannot someone add to it?’ asked thewizard. “If not, you
must step closer, for what marvelsyou will seewill be smaller.”

The cooper frowned. The wizard seemed more to want the crowd
closer than to get another copper. Kharl glanced past the stall. Jeka
was moving past acart with scarfs tied around a polished wooden rod,
dowly toward the wizard and his booth. Kharl hobbled in toward the
crowd, then left, toward Jeka. She dipped right, asif to avoid Kharl.

“Got acopper, brat?’ he asked in alouder voice that was haf growl,
half whine

Jeka stiffened at the tone.

“Get back,” Kharl whispered. “ Same wizard. Looking for you...”
Jeka darted off to the north.

Kharl hobbled quickly, asif Jeka had taken something. “ Stop! Brat!”

Behind him, therewas aflash of light, bright enough that he had to
blink, even though his back wasto thewizard. Screamsfilled theair,



and Kharl looked back.

A column of smoke filled the space around where the wizard's booth
had been. More had happened than just aflash of light. Those around
the smoke had their hands to their eyes. Some staggered. Two women
had collapsed, as had aman.

AsKharl watched, the wizard's guard emerged from the smoke,
carrying abundle of some sort-avery long bundle. To theright of the
guard wasthe wizard, but hisfigure was blurred, and Kharl had trouble
looking at the mage, asthe wizard and his guard dipped away from the
smoke and the booth it had shrouded.

For amoment, Kharl stood frozen, his eyesflicking from the guard to
the dmogt invisible figure of the wizard, then back to the guard in the
burgundy jacket.

The wizard stopped, turned, and looked directly at Kharl. Hiseyes

seemed to burn. *Y ou will not thwart me again, haf cresture. Next time
the weather will not favor you, and she will repay me.”

Although the words were spoken from more than thirty cubits avay-a
good two rods-Kharl heard them clearly, and wondered how he had.

The wizard turned and strode swiftly away from the market, moving
more quickly than the guard burdened with the large and long bundle

Sdlers and would-be buyers alike were turning toward the column of
dissipating smoke and the booth emerging from the smoke, asquarish
gdl that looked only vaguely like the burgundy-walled stdl before
which the wizard had performed. Moreilluson? Kharl wondered how
the stall could have changed so much, then looked back toward the
wizard and the guard. They had reached a coach waiting east of the
market.

“She'sgone! Gonel”



Kharl turned back toward the stall where one of the women had
staggered upright. “ She's gone!”

Beatedly, Kharl redized that the bundle must have held a body-a smal
live body, and probably that of agirl. He glanced back to find the two
men, but both the coach holding the guard and the wizard had aready
vanished.

The cooper began to hobble back uphill, even asthe wizard's words
echoed through histhoughts... not thwart me again...

Kharl kept moving. He would have liked to tell someone, even the
Watch, about the girl, but there wasn't much he could do, not now, and
who would bdieve himif hetold anyone there?

Sowly, he made hisway back to the wall shelter adjoining the
rendering yard. He did not enter the serviceway until the nearby street
was empty. He quickly scaled the wall, then settled down to wait.

Astime passed, Kharl began to worry, but he had no ideawhere he
might find Jeka, none at al. She did not return to the space between the
wallsuntil closeto sunset, but Kharl could smell the fowl she carried as
she dropped over thewall.

“| got some-at for you,” Jeka announced.
“What about you?’ asked Kharl.

“Had some already. That dustup at the market... found some coppers.
Bought fowl for usboth. Y ou dways buy.” Jekadid not quite look at
Kharl as she handed him the fowl in stale breed.

Kharl kept from frowning. Jekawastelling the truth. That he knew,

athough he could not have said why. She had eaten, and she had found
coppers, but he was missing something.

“What's the matter?’ he asked.



“Nothing.”

“ Something's bothering you,” he observed, before taking a bite of
thefowl.

Jekadid not reply, ingtead settling down with her back againgt the
ancient brick wall.

Kharl did not press her as he ate severa more bites, before holding out
the fowl. “ Sure you wouldn't like some?’

“Had more 'n enough.”

After finishing the bread and fowl, Kharl licked hisfingersasclean as
he could. For thefirgt timein days, his ssomach felt comfortably full.

Y et he couldn't enjoy it. Something was bothering Jeka. Still. “You're
worried. You can't hideit.”

Jekajust sat in the early twilight, not looking at Kharl.
Hewaited.

Finally, Jeka began to spesk, dowly at first. “Enelyahad asister. She
was younger'n me, lots younger. She was doing the morning dishes. ..
when we went to the White Pony...”

Kharl knew what Jekawas going to say, but he said nothing.
“Shewasat thetub... and like as disappeared...”
“Did anyonefind her?’

“Enelyalooked... much as she could.” Jekatook another bite of the
fowl. “Found her thismorning. Inthe harbor... say she drowned,
‘cause there wasn't amark on her.”

“You don't think shedid?’



“Enelya says she was scared of water. She almost drowned in the
creek wherethey grew up backhills... dways stayed away from the
harbor.”

“Thewizard. He took someone e se thismorning & the market,” Kharl
said. “He wanted to take you at the White Pony. He talked about two
being better than one. And he said you owed him.”

“Heard that.” Jeka shivered, dthough it was not that cold. “Today, |
wouldagonethere. Felt likel wasbein' called. Didn't know you for a

“I wondered about that,” Kharl said. “That'swhy | was harsh.”

“Saved me... maybe...” She shivered again. “He's gonna keep
lookin'...”

“Hewants young ones, girlsamost...” Kharl murmured, moreto
himsdlf, thinking that the wizard was worse even than Egen. But owing?

“Must need 'em for hiswizardry...”
“The Watch doesn't say anything?’ asked Kharl abruptly.

“They don't care. Not about street girls. Don't even care about poor
ones. Safer asaboy than agirl.”

“How do you owe him?’
“Don't. Not him.”

Although Jekawas lying, Kharl just nodded. What good would it do to
press her? Except get him in more trouble. There wasn't much he could
say. But he worried about the wizard's words. Had the wet weather
helped him in dealing with the wizard before? Why?

Hislipscurled into awry smile. Until held thought over the wizard's
words, he hadn't been aware of anything that seemed to favor him



these days.

His eyes dropped to the rag-wrapped black staff. Would it, too, help
agang the wizard? Would anything help enough?

XXXII

JSJarl kept worrying on twoday, but he had afeding that threeday or
fourday would be when the wizard resumed looking for him-or for
Jeka. He il had no ideawhy the wizard was seeking out one young
woman disguised as abeggar boy, but it was clear that he was.

On twoday, Kharl checked the harbor, as he had most days, but there
was no sign of the Seastag, or either of the other two ships whose
masters he knew, if lesswell than he did Hagen. Hetried to push aside
the worry that he might not be able to avoid Egen until acaptain he
knew ported in Brysta.

Jekawoke Kharl early on threeday, even before dawn. *Fed that..
likeacord | can't see, tuggin' a me.”

The cooper looked at the shivering young woman posing as aragged
boy. As he saw the light frost on the stones, he couldn't help feding
guilty for hiswarm jacket, evenif he only dared deepinit. For a
moment, her

words didn't mean anything. Then he stiffened and lurched up. “We
need to leave here. Now.” Hetried not to wince. His back and limbs
were ore and giff, asthey had been every morning he had awakened
between

thewadls.
“Leave? So's he can catch usin the open?” Jeka pulled her ragged

brown cloak around her moretightly.



“If we stay here, helll follow whatever that cord isuntil he knowswhere
you are. Y ou want to stay and be cornered?”’

“Got alittle bread left,” Jekaoffered. “Let'seat first.” Two chunks of
bread took little enough time to eat. Then Kharl took the rag-covered
black staff and his pack and carried them farther dong the space
between the walls, hiding them-and hisjacket-as well as he could
beyond the stone-circled hole that served as a necessary, before using
the crudelatrine.

“Why'd you move that stuff?’ asked Jeka.

“Soif thewizard or his guard looks, they won't know someoneelseis
here” Kharl's head throbbed faintly at the misstatement. He donned the
ragged beggar's cloak.

“Better get on.” Jekaturned and scrambled over the wall.

By the time the sun wasrisng over Brystaon what promised to bea
bright fal day, one warmer than the light morning frost indicated, the
two stood in the serviceway, flanked by long shadows on one side and
theflat light of sunrise on the other.

Kharl looked at Jeka. “Can you fed where the tugging's coming from?”
“No.”

Kharl hed in the harsh words he felt at Jeka's rebellious tone. “WEeIl go
up the Street, say fifty cubits”

The two walked south on the cross street, and Kharl tried not to look
back.

“Stop.” Kharl waited, then looked at Jeka. “ Doesit fedl stronger?”
“No... feddlsweaker... maybe closer...” Shelooked puzzled.
“We go the other way.”



“Other way?’
“No pull when afish on aline swimsto the fisherman,” Kharl said.
Jeka paled.

Kharl wished he'd used different words. “Come on.” He turned back
north.

Jeka scrambled to catch up to him. Asthey walked in the shadows on
the east Sde of the cross street, Kharl wished held brought the staff
rather than his crude stick. At the end of the block, the cross street
ended in astonewall, and they turned westward, taking the walk on
the south side, downhill toward the harbor. Jeka darted ahead, then
froze for amoment.

Kharl peered toward the harbor. At the end of the next block, there
were three Watchmen and an officer-one whom Kharl recognized even
from that distance as Egen. He was certain, dthough he didn't quite
know why. Jeka dipped back toward Kharl.

“Woatch ahead,” mumbled Jeka

“ And the wizard's somewhere behind.” Kharl looked to the
service-way to hisleft, which connected to an east-west aleyway.
“Into the ser-viceway.”

“Be Watch at the harborsgde end of the dley.”

“Can't be any worse.” Kharl hoped it couldn't be worse, but he wasn't
counting on that, not the way the last few seasons had been going.

In afew moments, they reached the point where the serviceway joined
thedley. Kharl peered around the corner formed by two brick walls.
As Jeka had predicted, there were Watchmen at the end nearer the
harbor.

Kharl sudied thedley, noting the thin line of shadows on the southern



sde. Helooked at Jeka. “We turn and start uphill on the sunny side,
but we move toward the shadows. Once we're in the shadows we
crouch down, then come back to the serviceway right across from us.”

“It might work.” Jeka sounded less than convinced.
“Might not. Got a better idea?’
“No.”

“Thenwell try it.” Kharl stepped out of the serviceway and began to
wak upthedley at adight angle.

So far as he could tell, the Watchmen below did not move. At lesst, he
heard no steps on the stones, those that were high enough to stand out
above the lower muddy stones. They covered close to ahundred cubits
before they entered the shadows. Kharl took several more steps before
he began to crouch as he dipped to the southern side of the aley.

He ducked into arecess formed by aloading dock, then peered
around the corner and down the aley. The Watchmen had not moved.

“The cord thing's stronger,” Jeka muttered from behind him.

“We need to dip aong the shadow here. Keep low.”

“You keep low.”

Kharl tried to keep low, crouching as he made hisway back down
thesdeof thedley.

After fifty cubits, they had to duck behind arefuse bin asaloading
door opened.

Rats skittered and rustled in the bin asthey waited. It seemed likea
glass passed before the heavyset man in brown went back into the
shop and closed the door. Findly, they dipped into the serviceway and



walked quickly to where it ended short of the next street. Kharl halted.
“Now what?" asked Jeka.

“We run across the street and into that serviceway, and we keep
moving south until we get to the fountain. Then we head back uphill.”

They sprint-scurried across Wellman Street, and down another
serviceway. .. then another, and athird. In time, they turned down the
aley south of Cargo Road and made their way to the fountain. There
they waited for ateamster to water his pair of mules, then dippedin
ahead of alaundressto drink.

After they had drunk, Kharl turned to Jeka. “ Can you fed the cord
thing?"

Jekapaused. “No. | don't think so.”

“Good. WEell keegp moving along Second Crosstoward theriver.”
“Theriver? Can't swim.”

“We aren't going to. White wizards have trouble with streeams and
running water. Leastwise, that's what they say. Well circle back later
today.” At least, Kharl hoped that they could, but he didn't know what
elseto suggest. He dso didn't like the idea that the Watch seemed to
be helping thewizard.

He had to wonder what Egen had to do with the white wizard. Wasthe
wizard working for Egen”? Or did Egen owe something to the wizard?

XXXIV

On threeday night, they did not go back to Jeka's hidey-hole between
the tannery and the Tenderer's yard. Neither did they reach theriver or
theriver road. Instead, they curled up inside a hedgerow beside the
road headed southeast from Brysta-the same road that led to the



orchards held by Merayni and Dowsyl. Where Kharl hoped Warrl was
sfe.

Huddled ingdethethick wal of brush, shivering at times, Kharl
swallowed at that thought, but there was nothing he could do. Trying to
see Warrl again would only make mattersworse, and, if the wizard was
working with Egen, the lord might well now have spared aguard or

two to watch the place. More important, with each passing day, Kharl
could offer Warrl even less.

“I'm cold,” mumbled Jeka.

“Soam |.” Thosewerethelast words Kharl said before he drifted into
atroubled deep.

Hewoke in the gray before dawn. The way hisbody ached when he
tried to uncurl, he decided there were worse places to deep than
between Tenderer's and tanner'swalls. Much worse.

“You snhore,” Jekasaid. “Loud.”
“So do you. Soft.”
“ Soft's better ‘it loud.”

“Probably.” Kharl crawled out through the brushy tunnd onto the field
Sde of the hedgerow. The wheat had aready been harvested, and the
brown stubble jutted skyward from the dark ground. The air was chill
enough that Kharl's breath was like fog, and the ground crunched
underfoot. The shutters of the hut beyond the small woodlot appeared
to be closed. Kharl shifted hisweight from one foot to the other, trying
to loosen tight muscles.

Shortly, Jekafollowed him, glancing toward the cottage, then at Kharl.
After amoment, he asked, “Y ou fed the cord thing tugging at you?’

“Alittle”



“Frigging wizard,” Kharl muttered. “Moved south. We need to circle
Jround Brysta and get back to your place.”

“Sowhy'd we leave?’

“So that he didn't catch usthere, so he didn't find out that was the
only placeyou deep.”

“Itis”

“Not any longer.”

“We can't keep moving. We can't get food.”

“Y ou want to end up like Enelyas sster?’

“No. We can't keep doing this, either.”

Kharl nodded. She was right about that. “Need to get back and pick
up your stuff... if we can. Somehow.” Helooked back toward the
cottage. At one side of the woodlot, there was atree, one that |ooked
to be an apple, and despite the thinning leaves, Kharl thought he saw a
few fruits hanging. Probably rotten, but they might have good spots.
“Whereyou goin?’

“Appletree”
“Too many'll runyour guts,” Jekawarned.

“Could be.” Kharl kept moving, as quietly as he could. He reached the
tree without any noise from the cottage, less than four rods away,
athough he could smdll the smoke of acooking fire. All of the fruit was
beyond his reach from the ground, but the tree looked sturdy, and he
levered himself up. From the lowest sturdy branch, he managed to
pluck something, but his hand came away gooey. The entire fruit was
gpoiled. He had better luck with the next severd, tucking them inside



his under-tunic as he inched out on the branch and stretched upward.

Ruuufff! Rufff. The sharp but deep bark of adog filled the dawn air,
S0 sudden that it startled Kharl. He had to grab the trunk of the apple
treeto kegp from faling. Ruufff ...

The barking continued. Kharl scrambled down to the ground, scooped
up an apple he'd dropped, and began to run. As he scrambled through
the stubble of the field, hurrying back toward the hedgerow, the dog
barking behind him, he just hoped that the holder didn't have abow.
“Thief! Coward!” camethe cdl from the cottage, but Kharl did not
look back before squeezing through a narrow space in the hedgerow,
an overgrown gate path.

Jekawaited on the roadside for Kharl. “Red quiet, you were.”
“I was quiet. The dog wasn't.”
“That'swhy they got dogs.”

Kharl shook his head. She wasright. He wasn't avery good thief. He
didn' like being athief, even of haf-rotten gpples. “What did you get?’

He extended two of the gpples. “They're half-good. Better than
nothing.”

“Y ou get any for you?’

Kharl forced two on her, then produced two more. “Wed better start
waking.”

Jeka nodded, and took several steps. “Need to eat dow.” Kharl
caught up to her. “You fed thewizard?’

“Weremoving avay, | think.”

“Let meknow if it changes.” Kharl took asmall bite from the good part
of the apple.



Given the growling of his stomach, Kharl had to force himsdlf to take
smdll bites, and make each last asthey walked.

“Need to head east and north,” Kharl said. “Know theré'saring road
ahead.”

“Where? How far?’
Kharl shrugged.

They walked south amost aglass before they reached the ring road
that looked to circle east and north. Then, for the next glass or so, they
walked back northward aong the road, ducking behind the low stone
wall, since there was no hedgerow, when wagons or riders neared. The
road turned almost due north at another crossroads, and after that, for
atime, they saw no one, and there were few tracksin the dust of the
narrow road.

“How about the wizard?” Kharl findly asked.
“He's got to be back there.” Jeka gestured behind them.
“Good.”

After atime, well after the apples were gone, and the sun had cleared
thelow hillsto the east of Brysta, Kharl stopped, looking ahead.

“What isit?" asked Jeka.

“Just thinking. Someplace ahead well reach the pike. We can come
into Brystafrom the northeast, down the pike, off Angle Road.”

“Lots of road guards, too.”
“Not many, and they're not under Egen. His older brother, | think.”
“What's his name?’

“Oggard, Ogen... something like that. Theré's someone coming.”



Kharl eased toward the two thorn-olives before the ssconewall, then
hurried behind them. Jeka reached cover firgt, again.

To the north, anarrow wagon drawn by a single horse moved away
from them. Farther southward, there was apeddier. Kharl couldn't tell
which way he was pushing his handcart.

After atime, he said, “We can get back on the road now.”

Jekajoined him, glancing back over her shoulder, but the ring road
remained mostly empty except for the peddier who was going
northward, as they were, but certainly not any faster, and the wagon,
which

was soon out of sight.

They had covered perhaps two kays, and a hedgerow began on the
west side of the road, weedy and sparse at firdt, but thickening more

toward the north.

Another wagon, headed south and drawn by two dark chestnuts,
appeared from around a gentle curve to the north and moved quickly
toward them. Kharl eased to the side of the road, Jeka moving behind
him. Behind the wagon were two mounted guards. A third sat beside
the driver, with a cocked crossbow propped beside him. None of the
four looked more than once at Kharl and Jeka. Asthe wagon rolled
past, Kharl read the inscription on the sde: Tekat & Sons, Merchants

in Soirits.

“Fancy wagon,” Jeka said. “Wonder what they carry.”

“Spirits,” Kharl said. “ That'swhat the sign on the side said, anyway.”
“Do dl coopersknow ther letters?’ Jekasvoice held atrace of wist-

fulness.



“I don't know. Some do. Some dontt. It helps some.”
“You have any books... | mean, back...” Jeka broke off the sentence.

“When | had the shop?’ Kharl laughed, softly, not quite bitterly. “1 had
afew. Got 'em from my da. Books are dear. Some cost agold or
more.” Thethought of Tyrbel's beautiful books, and the scrivener's
death, washed over him. He swallowed. So many deaths-Charee's,
Tyrbd's, the assassn's, thewizard's guard. .. and while he could say he
knew why, he wasn't sure he truly understood why Egen, why anyone,
could be so vindictive.

Kharl thought he heard something, and he glanced back over his
shoulder. A man wasriding northward, at either atrot or afast walk.
The late-morning sun showed his burgundy jacket clearly. The cooper
looked to Jeka. “Youfed ...?

“No. Not any more 'n before.”

“That lookslike one of hisguards.” Kharl glanced around. “Hide in that
patch of weeds. Behind them, anyway.”

“What about you?’

“Hé'sfar enough away that he might not have seen you. He's probably
seen me. | hide, and he looksfor us both.”

Jeka scuttled into the weedy patch on the far side of the dried-up ditch.
Kharl adopted a more |aborious hobble. He covered another five rods
before he could hear the hoof beats on the hard and damp road clay
clearly. Asthey drew nearer, he finally looked back, then, asif infear,
he scuttled well back from the road, watching the rider carefully.

The burgundy-jacketed man reined up but did not leave the road. One
hand rested on the hilt of the sabre at hisside, but he did not draw it.
Helooked a Kharl. “Old fellow... did you see aboy running along

here. A boy in gray rags?’



“Eh ...7" Kharl whined. “A boy, you say... 7’

“That'swhat | said. If it'stheright boy, there'sa copper or two iniit for
yw.”

“A copper for an old man? A copper?’ . “The boy?’

Kharl let his shoulders sag. “ Seen no boy. Saw apeddier. Saw a
wagon. Saw two.” He peered at the rider. “ Copper for apoor old
man?’

Therider snorted. “ Go and starve somewhere e se. Get off the road.”
Kharl looked around, asif bewildered.
“Get off theroad!”

Kharl scuttled backward, seeming amost to trip, before scrambling
over thedry ditch and looking around asif wondering where he could

go.
Therider laughed, then turned his mount northward.

Asherode away, Kharl redlized that the guard had not been the one he
had seen at the market, but that the man, like the wizard, had shreds of
the unseen white fog clinging to him. Did it have to do with wizardry?

What? He just stood and waited until the man was out of sight beyond
the next low risein the road. Beforelong, Jekargoined him.

Helooked at her. “What did you do to him?’
“Who?’ Jekadid not look at Kharl.

“Thewizard. Did you lift his purse, or something? He couldn't be
searching so hard for you just to do... whatever he doesto girls.”
Kharl glanced to the road and at the heavy wagon rolling southward.
“Better

duck, just in case.”



Jeka dropped flat in the weeds behind Kharl, and the cooper watched
asthe four-horse team rumbled past, shivering the ground. On the outer
Sde of theroad, Kharl could aso see three men scything late whest.
Maybe Jekawasright, that they needed to get off the road and follow
it from behind the hedgerows. They might run into holders and thelr
families, but it was clear that the wizard had some men patrolling

the roads.
Kharl looked down. “Y ou didn't answer me.”

“Wasonly aslver... haditin hisbet. Gord gave me nine coppersfor
it”

“When?’
“Two eightdays back.”

“So he wants you for two reasons. Because you made afool of him,
and dso for hiswizardry.” Kharl paused. “Why did you stedl from a
wizard?’

“Didn't know he was. Just adandy like dl the others. How did you
know?'

Kharl paused. How had he known? He'd known from the white flash,
but... He shook hishead. “I don't know. | just knew.”

“Takes oneto know one, maybe?’

“I'm acooper. You know that.”

Jekajust shrugged.

“We need to get moving. Away from the road.”

“| told you s0.”



“Yes youdid.”

Walking northward aong the edge of the fields beside the hedgerow
was dower, but since most of the fields had been harvested, they saw
few holdersthere, save for the areas of meadow where youths and
children watched small flocks of sheep. People watched them, closdly,
until they passed, but said nothing.

Once, Kharl would have watched people who looked the way he did.
His beard was untrimmed and scraggly, his clothes ragged, and he was

certain he smelled rank; if not worse, dthough he had mostly gotten
used to that. He hadn't gotten used to theitchy skin.

Whilethey avoided any survelllance by not waking the road, going by
the hedgerow paths meant it took even longer than Kharl had thought
They dso had little to eat, just afew bitter quinces he had retrieved
from deep in the thorny branches of an unkempt bush near the
hedgerow, and there had been only one small stream that looked clear
enough to drink Both were walking dowly by late afternoon, when they
neared the pike and the low ridges through which flowed Souangle
Creek. Rather, Kharl corrected himsdlf, the creek flowed into the pond
that Vetrad's grandsire had built and through the millrace that powered
the sawvmill.

Kharl thought they might be able to sneak into Vetrad's lumber barn
after dusk. It was dry, and alot warmer than the hedgerow. There was
also an orchard beyond it, and there might be afew apples|eft,
discards, partly rotten, and the like. He hoped so. The mill and
lumberyard were off the ring road, less than akay out Angle Road from
it on the creek. Kharl had never known why the same road was called
the pike ingde the ring road, and Angle Road outside, but it was.

He glanced back at the clouds, darkening and gathering out over the
ocean, just beyond the harbor, then to Jeka. Her face was pale.

“Thewizard?' he asked.



“Thing's stronger. Stronger 'nit's been.”
“Where?’
Jekahdf shrugged. “1 cant tell.”

Kharl could fed that she was exhausted. He was tired, but he doubted
that Jeka could have walked another ten rods without falling over. He
wished he had the &ff, rather than the stick.

“Well rest for awhile.” Kharl pointed to atumbled rock wall bordering
the hedgerow.

Jeka dumped onto the rock. “Not much to eat here. Therésmorein
Brysa”

“We're headed back that way. | think | know asafer placeto deep
tonight. It's not too far, alittle more than akay.”

A low rumblerolled out of the west. Kharl looked over the empty
fields and the trees beyond. While he could not see the dwellings and
structures of Brysta, he knew they were there, and the harbor was
beyond-and the growing thunderheads were risng over the harbor,
blocking out the late-afternoon sun.

“| don't think the wizard'sthat far away,” Jeka said tiredly.
“Can you wak somemore?’ Kharl asked.
“I cantry.” Shestood dowly.

They walked along the narrow path. Kharl let her lead the way, afraid
that he might set too fast apace for her.

“Were moving away from him,” Jeka said after they had walked
another twenty rods toward the spot where Angle Road met the ring
road. “Think so, anyway.”

“Hée's probably stopped south of us, then.” Kharl could fed the



dampnessin the air, and the wind began to gust around them.
“Wind fedsgood,” Jekasaid. “Long'sit doesntrain.”

A waysfarther along, perhaps a quarter kay, Kharl found abreak in
the hedgerow and squeezed through, watching the road carefully as he
did. From beside the hedgerow, he could see Angle Road just ahead,
and the old stone bridge where the road crossed Souangle Creek. Two
wagons had passed the crossroads, heading out away from Brysta, in
the direction of Saganaand Alturan. The road looked clear, and he
didn't see any other easy way to crossthe creek, except by the Angle
Road bridge.

He turned and beckoned. “We need to hurry.”
“Wizard's getting closer.” Jeka shivered.

Kharl looked to the south on the ring road. He thought he saw
mounted figures. He grabbed Jeka's arm and stepped up his pace,
quickly crossing the ring road and hurrying aong theright side of Angle
Road, even though every step hurt his aready sore feet. He could
imagine that every step felt worseto Jeka

By the time they reached the bridge over the creek, Kharl was amost
dragging Jeka, and except for awedge of blue-green to the east, the
sky wasfilled with gray clouds that seemed to darken more with each
moment.

He glanced ahead. Therewas aimost a hdf akay to go before they
reached the low stonewall that encircled Vetrad's mill and lumber
barns. “WEell cross and wait under the bridge.”

“Good... need to rest,” Jeka gasped.
Kharl had to haf carry her down the weed-tangled dope and under
bridge. They huddled together on a pile of sonesamid the mud and



"s gathered againgt the stone buttress on the north side, the only redlly
solid footing. There they waited.

A gust of wind whipped under the span of the bridge, so strong that
Kharl had to gather the tattered beggar's cloak around him to keep it
from being blown off him-or so hefdlt. Then thewind died awvay. He
looked upstream, in the direction of the millrace, but he could not seeit.
He could seethat no rain was yet faling. In the comparative slence
after another gust of wind from the oncoming storms, Kharl heard
VOICes.

“... doesn't know which way she went from the crossroads...”
“... doesn't know? He always knows...”
“Youwant totdl him?’

Theridersdid not stop and look under the bridge, as Kharl would have
done. He wondered why. Did they not think of it? Or did they want to
cover as much ground as they could before the storm struck?

Kharl and Jeka continued to wait, amid more gusts of wind, and a
pattering of rain that came, then went. In time, the pair of riders
returned, the hoofs of their mounts echoing on the paving stones of the
span above.

“... didn't gothisway... miller was out, and he would have seen
them...”

“... tomorrow... maybe...”

So Vetrad was out? Kharl took a deep breath. That meant they'd have
to take the way dong the creek.

Hewaited for atime, then crawled up the steep dope and, crouching
beside the stone restraining wall of the bridge, studied Angle Road. It
was empty. “Comeon,” he called down to Jeka.



Hewaited until she reached him.

“WEell crossthe road. Looks like apath along the creek there on the
other sde. Just about ahdf kay...”

“You sad that akay ago...” Jekaattempted asmile.

“Suppose | did.”

The path was overgrown and narrow, but it was also mostly shaded by
weedly trees, interspersed with an occasiona oak and, surprisingly, at
one spot, an ancient black lorken. Another pattering of rain on the
leaves overhead came and went, and a series of deeper thunderclaps
rumbled overhead.

Findly, Kharl could see the stones of the lower spillway of Vetrad's
millrace. “Werre dmost here. Through the berry bushes, and acrossthe
narrow meadow to the tall barn.”

“I... hope... s0...” panted Jeka.

They stopped at the edge of the berry bushes, stripped of every last
berry. The meadow looked empty. An even deeper thunder roll
rumbled over them, and therain began to fall. Thefirgt raindropswere
fat-and far gpart. They hit the ground or the meadow grass dowly, then
Splattered.

Kharl had not taken four steps when Jeka's legs gave way, and she
sprawled out full length on tannish meadow grass. He turned, then
scooped her up. He was amazed at how light she was, even astired as
he

fdt.
“Cantcary me...”

“It'snot far.”



From histimes of scouting out Vetrad's stocks, Kharl knew that al the
barn doors would be locked, but that the rear door facing the small
orchard at the edge of the meadow was low enough, with agap above
it, that they could scramble through. Vetrad wasn't worried about
people. Hejust didn't want them taking histimbers and billets, and the
doors and | ocks were more than enough for that. Even so, by thetime
they huddled under the overhang by the smal door, the rumble of
thunder was dl around them. A balt of lightning struck somewhere on
the ridge to the east of the millpond, so close and so loud that Kharl's
earsrang.

“Youjust wait here” hetold Jeka.
“Where are you going?’

“Saw some pearapples on the trees. Looked near ripe, and no one's
going to belooking now. Won't belong.” Kharl hurried back into the

sorm.

There was more wind than rain, athough hisragged cloak was il
damp when he returned with dmost a half score of pearapples.

“Door'slocked,” Jekasaid dully.

“Look up.” Kharl picked Jekaup and lifted her so that she could
scramble through the opening above the doorframe. Then he tucked the
fruitsinto histrousers as best he could and jumped, catching the edge
and dowly levering himsdf up. Going down was eesier.

Jekastood waiting in the dimness.

“Thisway,” he said, leading her dong the wide space between the
stacks of rough timbers, until they reached the ladder to the oak | ofts.

“Upthere”
Once he reached the top of the ladder, Kharl led them aong the



catwalk to theleft and to the space just under the eaves behind the last
row

of red oak billets. Kharl hadn't remembered it asthat large, but
compared to where they had been deeping, it was spacious, agood
five cubits by five, athough it was only threein height. “No one comes
here. Too dry to cure the oak properly. Driestoo fast, uneven.”

Jeka sank onto one of the planks, covered in shavings, Sitting there.

“They should clean out the billet shavings, but they never have. It's not
ashard asit looks.” Kharl extended a pearapple. “Eat. Theré'saplace
where we can get water, if the rain keepsup.”

“Don't fed thewizard at dll,” Jekasaid after severd bites of the fruit.

“Not at dl?’ questioned the cooper as he finished his own pearapple,
far better than the poor applesthat had begun the day.

“Nah...” She cocked her head to the Side, gamindlike. “Not sinceit
redly sarted raining.”

Kharl frowned. Rain? Could rain do that? Running water was
supposed to dow wizards. He wasn't surethat it did, but what wasrain
but water running down from the skies?

“Feelsgood.” Jekayawned. “Can we go back tomorrow?’
“Well see” Kharl found himsdlf yawning.

L ater, astherain streamed down, coming off the roof of the lumber
barn in thin sheets, for thefirg timein days, Kharl fell adeep
immediately.

XXXV

he journey back into Brysta proper wasfar easier than their flight-
except that Jeka had been right about the effect of so much fruit on



Kharl, and that had dowed their travel. By late afternoon, they had
reached the upper cross streets of Brysta. Kharl insisted on observing
his cooperage from a distance. While there was no guard, and the
proclamation had been taken down, it was boarded shut.

Somewhat later, they had reached the White Pony, where Jeka used
some of Kharl's coppersto buy them some fowl and bread. After
edting, and visiting the fountain, they had made their way back to Jeka's
place. Along the way, Kharl had checked the harbor, but none of the
vessHshe

knew had ported. There had aso been no trace or sign of the white
wizard, and that bothered Kharl amost as much asif the wizard and his
men had been chasing Jeka

Stll... she could use the respite, and Kharl had no doubts that sooner
or later the wizard would show up once more, dthough he had to admit
to himsdlf that he didn't understand why hefelt that way.

While Jeka dozed in her hidey-hole, in the space between the walls,
under the inadequate roof, in the last light of day, Kharl leafed through
the blackstaffer's book, trying to find something that would give him
someingight into what had happened with the wizard.

... the grester the effort to concentrate order within materia objects,
the greater the amount of free chaos within theworld...

What in light was free chaos? He turned another few pages.

... dl that is, everything that exidts, islittle more than the twisting of
chaosin ashdl of order, and the greater the complexity of those
twigtings, the more solid the object appears. A thumb of lead or gold
may appear more solid than afeather or aflower, and may indeed
overbaance the scales, yet thereis no differencein the fashion in which
they are congtructed. ..

He kept turning the pages, reading a phrase here, a sentence there.



... theform of everything under the sun is determined by the amount of
order and chaos and the way in which they are combined and
intertwined...

After more than aglass of turning pages, he had found al too many
incomprehensible phrases. He turned yet another page, sopping and
rereadingit.

Water is of both chaos and order, yet it is order, and represents order,
for its structure overweighsits parts. ..

Kharl rubbed his forehead. How could water have parts? Water was.
Y ou could bail it or freezeit, and it changed to steam or ice, but it was
still water. He took a deep breath and kept reading.

Because water is both order and of order, yet comprised of parts that
aretotally chaotic, it chalenges chaos with the depth of itsorder. Truly
ariver people or a sea people must hold to order or they will belogt.
Chaosfares best upon the dry land, and least in a steady rain or
sowfdl...

Rain or snow affected chaos? A faint smile crossed Kharl'slips.

Even afog will affect achaos-wielder, but only those who are of the
weaker sort. A steady rain isapatterned fal of ordered chaos. A
raindrop is ordered, and thefall of each is unpatterned, chaotic, yet dl
raindrops falling together resultsin a pattern ordered by chaos, and that
order can weaken or destroy many of the links of power created by
those who wield chaos, asthe fires of sun itself can wesken those who
wield order, if they do not understand that the sunisafurnace of
chaos...

The cooper blinked. What did the sun have to do with order and
chaos? Like water, it was. It gave warmth and light, and how could
those be of chaos? And the sun weakened order? The book implied
that a chaos-wielder could affect the sun. How could that be? A wizard
could no more affect the sun than... Kharl couldn't think of a



comparison.

After atime, the cooper closed the book and nodded to himsdlf. He
did have one answer, but more questions than ever.

XXXVI

VJn sixday, Kharl was awake with the sun, bright and clear ason the
day before, and cool, but without frost. He could see clouds forming
out to the west over the open ocean, and there was a brisk wind off the
water, promising rain sometime in the afternoon. He thought about
reading morefrom The Basis of Order. He'd had to stop the day
before when hismind had findly quit grasping thewords, asif there had
just been too many new ideas banging around inside his skull-ideas he

couldn't yet connect to each other. There was so much he didn't know.

What could he do about the wizard? Should he even try? How could
he not, when Jeka had been the only oneto offer him help and aplace
to hide? He glanced at his pack, debating whether to take out the book
ad

dart once more.

With a sound between agrunt and agroan, Jekarolled out of her
hidey-hole and looked at Kharl. “Need to get us something to eat.”

“You don't fed thewizard?’
“No.” She shook her head. “I'll go to the lower market.”
“lI cango.”

Jeka shook her head. “No oned sdll cheap or fair to you. No one
looks at me. Somefolk still watch you. They might tell Egen. Y ou never
know.”

She was probably right about that, Kharl thought. “Buit... if you seeor



fed the wizard, you stop and come back here. Quick asyou can.”
“| can do that. Got some coppers?’ The gaminelike urchin grinned.
“Just afew.” Kharl grinned back as he handed her three.

Hewatched her scramble over the wall, gracefully, wondering if he
should have ingsted on going himsdlf, but he wanted to try to read
more in the book, because he il didn't know what he could or should
do about the white wizard.

After amoment, Kharl took The Basis of Order out from his pack and
opened it once more, hoping that the words would make more sense.
The firgt words he read seemed o obvious that he wondered why they
were there.

... thereismore that lies benesth the surface of anything, whether it be
the ocean or the mountains. .. Do not assume that what liesbeneath is
the same aswhat lies above, nor that it isdifferent...

The next words were far from obvious, and meant nothing to him,
nothing at dl.

In substance, there is no difference between chaos and order, for
neither has substancein and of itsalf...

Nor did many of the pages that followed help much, either. His head
began to ache, but he kept reading, doggedly.

Sometimein early afternoon, Jeka climbed back over thewall and
dropped down before Kharl. Her face was contorted.

“Hurts... hesafter me...”
“Who? Thewizard?’

Jekanodded. Then she pulled out half aloaf of bread and asmall
wedge of hard cheese. “| got you this.”



“Have you eaten?’ Kharl took the bread and cheese.
“yYes”

“Asmuch asthis?

“About the same.”

Thewords rang true, and Kharl began to eat. The headache he had not
thought had come from reading began to subside, if dowly. When he
had finished, he made hisway dong thewalls and past the crude latrine
to retrieve the black staff.

Jekalooked at him as he brought it back. “Y ou want me to touch it?’
She shivered.

“It might hdp.”

Jeka edged forward, then grabbed the staff, suddenly, before Kharl
could reach out. Without even acry or amurmur, her eyes closed; her
knees buckled, and she dropped in a heap.

Alarmed, Kharl bent forward, but he could see that she was breathing.
He hdf dragged, haf carried her into her deeping space. When he was
certain shewas still bresthing, and seemed to be deeping, he eased
back away and sat down against thewall.

The staff had some power. That was certain. It could bresk whatever
gpell thewhite wizard laid on Jeka, but the effect didn't last.

Kharl tried to read more of The Basis of Order, but the words flowed
by him without making much sense. Then he stood and stretched, and
tried to figure out how he could dedl with the wizard-or if he should
eventry. Then hejust sat againgt the wall.

A good glass passed before Jeka moaned.
Kharl lifted the canvas and peered into the hidey-hole. “” Y ou dl right?"



“No... my head dill hurts”

Hewaited for atime, and findly Jeka eased out into theindirect light of
acloudy afternoon, athough the only place whererain looked to be
faling was offshore.

“Wizard... he's... bastard like Egen,” she muttered.
Kharl agreed slently. “Do you fed any better?’
“The cord thing isgone. My head hurts.”

Kharl looked at her. “ Do you know someone who could tell you , here
thewizard lives?” Jekadropped her eyes. Kharl waited, but she did
not reply. “Y ou aready know? Because that's where you stole the
glver from

him?*

“He was kicking a peddler woman... pushing her... shesaid he
hadn't paid... Hewasawful mad... served himright.”

“But geding from awizard?’

“Told you... didn't know he was awizard then. Just thought hewasa
dandy. Never missadiver. Hewas gedin’ from her... didn't think it
was S0 bad to stedl from him....”

“I need to know where he lives.”
“Not dl that far from the White Pony, ‘cept it's up the hill and
north.”

Kharl glanced to the west. The afternoon rain that was so commoniin
mid- and late fal looked to be moving inshore. He hoped that the
coming storm would help conced Jekafrom thewizard. “ Y ou'll haveto
takeme



there”
Jekalooked down. “I'mtired again... don't know why.”

Kharl gestured in the direction of thewall and the serviceway beyond.
“Let'sgo. Youclimb over firgt.”

Jekadragged hersdlf to the wall and over it, with anoticeable lack of
enthusiasm. She just stood and watched as Kharl climbed, then
descended into the shadowed serviceway.

“Y ou bringing that saff?’
“It might help.”
“Long asno onelookstoo close,” shereplied.

Kharl stayed dmost abreast of Jeka as she wound her way through
aleys, serviceways, and, occasondly, streets, but they did not stay on
the streetslong, and only on those streets that seemed crowded. The
genera direction was eastward. They did stop by afountain, one that
Kharl had not vidited before, and drank. The water helped Kharl some,
but Jekalooked pale and drawn, more so than earlier.

Asthey paused in an dley entrance, Kharl glanced at the cross street.
Jekawas turning onto one of the older streetsin upper Brysta,

where large houses had been set within twenty cubits of the Street itsdlf
with ancient brick sdewaks, The yelow brickswereworn and, in
some places, had been replaced with more reddish bricks. In other
spots, there were just muddy gaps. The dwellings remained imposing
two- and three-story edifices, but Kharl could sensethefeding of time
and wear.

“Not far...” shesaid in alow voice. “Past the next street, on the right
Sde”

The next block had dightly larger dwellings, but they seemed lesswell



kept-and older-and severa had iron fences, and afew had
iron-banded doors and shutters.

Jeka suddenly dtiffened, then sprinted away from Kharl, moving faster
than he'd ever seen her move. She dashed down the street, then turned
in at ahigh wooden gate in the middle of ashort gonewall. The gate
opened as she neared. A guard in burgundy stepped outside and
closed the gate, ationing himself directly in front of the closed gate.

Stunned into momentary stiffness and silence, Kharl drew back into the
shaded part of the dley. Trying to grasp what had happened, he stood
closeto the brick wall that enclosed either a courtyard or agarden.
Where he was would have been in the shadow cast by the wall and the
dwelling to the I eft of where he stood, except that the western sky was
now completely cloud-covered. After amoment, Kharl shook his head,
trying to clear hismind. Then, he bent forward and peered around the
corner.

The guard did not even look in Kharl'sdirection.
The cooper straightened. Now what? What could he do?

He had to do something. For eightday after eightday, hed just tried to
survive, and one of the few who had helped was Jeka. Knowing what
he knew about the wizard, he just couldn't walk away. And he couldn't
wait. Not with what had happened to the other girls.

Taking afirmer grip on the &ff, he edged out of the dley and began to
hobble down the irregular stone walk flanking the narrow street. The
wind had picked up, out of the west, and the clouds had thickened, but
no ranwasfdling.

As he made hisway in the direction of the guard, Kharl wasglad he
had brought the staff.

The guard watched, bored, but cautious, as Kharl hobbled toward him.



Kharl halted, agood four cubits back from the man. “A copper, ser...
acopper for apoor man... just acopper.” He leaned on the staff

and took a step Sdeways, astep that brought him nearer to the brawny
guard.
“Beonyour way, fdlow.” The guard turned, catlike.

“A copper...? Surely, you can spare a copper?’ Kharl asked, as he
took a step forward and paused. He could sense some of the white fog
around the guard.

“Out of here!” The guard reached for his blade.

Kharl brought the staff up from below, alesson held learned years
before, and never forgotten.

The blade went flying. The guard gaped, but only for an instant before
the iron-banded end of the staff dammed into hisgut. Asthe man
doubled over, Kharl used his two-handed grip to bring the other end
into the man'stemple. The unseen whiteness around the guard

vanished.

A rasping sound followed the collgpse of thefirst guard. Then the gate
burst open, and a second guard came charging out, his blade out,
gligening in theflat light. Kharl brought the staff into hisready postion,
noting that the guard's blade was more of a bronzed white than the
slver gray he'd expected and seen on occasion when bravos had
flashed theirs on the streets of Brysta.

As he struck with the longer staff, Kharl aso wondered how the
wizard's guards could carry blades, since the wizard wasn't alord or a
merchant. He supposed L ord West would either make an exception for
awizard or just look the other way.

The second guard parried Kharl'sfirst thrust, but had to back up from



theforce of the blow, dedlt by a staff that felt more solid than mere
wood. There was little enough space between the open gate and the
wall, and Kharl dammed the staff into the guard's knee. The man
staggered, but tried to bring his blade around.

The move wastoo late, and Kharl hit hard enough that he could fedl
something snap in the man's shoulder area. He didn't wait, but struck
again... and again.

Then he stood there, dumbly, for amoment, trying to catch his breath,
as helooked at the two immobile forms on the stones.

After another series of gasping breaths, he lurched through the open
gate and up the three steps onto asmall porch just large enough to
shelter three or four people from the rain while waiting for entry. He
turned the antique brass lever handle, and the door opened.

Kharl was only hafway through the doorway when he heard hurried
steps and saw atal figure stop at the back of the wide, degp and dim
foyer. The ragged cooper could sense the cloud of that same unseen
whiteness, and threw the staff up in front of him, even before the wizard
flung aburgt of whitish red fireat him.

Thefire cascaded away from the staff-mostly. Some flameflared
againgt Kharl'sleft leg, but he kept the staff up as he took two steps
forward, ignoring the searing pain.

Another firebolt flashed toward Kharl, running up hisleft arm, hotter
than the cods of the forge, hot enough to bring up patches of flame on
the ragged cloak.

Charging forward through the pain and the heet, and the smdll of
burned hair, Kharl thrust the ironbound staff right into the wizard's
midsection. For aningant, flameflew inal directions, but not a Kharl.
The wizard's mouth dropped open.

Before the wizard could recover, Kharl reversed the staff and tried to



bring the other end againgt the other'sjaw and neck. While the blow
was not terribly strong, it was enough to jar the wizard and alow Kharl
to advance with another blow.

In moments, the wizard collapsed.

Kharl drove one end of the staff straight down into the center of his
chest. Ribs and bones cracked, and the wizard went limp, lifeless.

Kharl stood there, supidly, looking at the figure on the floor. The dark
hair turned white. The smooth skin wrinkled, then turned whitish
ydlow, tightening around the skull. The hair became more wispy, then
vanished, as askull replaced the face that had been there moments
before. Before Kharl could even swalow more than once, dl that
remained of the wizard were his garments and a pile of whitish dust
that, in turn, began to vanish.

Kharl stepped past the clothes and to the first door on the l&ft, polished
oak that had aged into a deep gold, with dark grain lines. He opened
the door gingerly. The chamber beyond, some sort of Sitting room, was
empty. Kharl closed the door and stepped past the archway to the
dining area, dso empty.

He hurried through the entirefirst leve, but it was uninhabited, and he
struggled up the stairs al too conscious of the growing painin hisarm
and leg. Outside, thunder rumbled, and he could hear the patter of
randrops. He just wished that it had started to rain earlier.

In thefirst small bedchamber at the top of the wide and ancient oak
dairs, Jekalay on the bed, her eyeswide. One wrist wastied to the
bedpost on the left side, and a coil of rope lay on acoverlet that wasa
dull green and so old that Kharl could not make out the pattern on the
fabric. He moved around the bed, toward the side where Jeka's hand
wastied. Her eyesdid not follow him, nor did she offer any sound or
movement, sill garing Sghtlesdy at the calling.

He fumbled with the rope, trying to hurry, but finding the knot difficult



with only one hand. Jeka did not move when he untied the one bound
wrid.

Kharl doubted that he could carry Jeka and the staff, and he feared that
if hetouched her with it, she would collgpse again. “ Stand up,” he
ordered her quietly. Jeka stood. “Follow me.”

He hobbled down the gtairs. Jeka followed, woodenly. Kharl didn't
eventry to find arear door. He just wanted them out of the dwelling as
quickly aspossible.

Outside, the wind was gusting, and scattered sheets of rain swept
around them asthey stepped out of the gate. Unlike the wizard's, the
bodies of the guards remained right where they had fallen.

“Murder! Someone's murdered!” came acal from somewhere. Kharl
ignored that, too, and half trotted, half hobbled, not a counterfeited
hobble, but one from the painin hisleg, toward the aley. Each step

a so stabbed through hisleft arm. There wasno oneinthedley, and
another gust of wind blasted over them, rustling the graying leaves of
the trees surrounding the ancient dwellings on both sdes of the dley.

Kharl and Jeka managed three blocks before Kharl dowed to atrue
hobble, findly turning out of the last dley and onto Gemstone Road.
Just after they turned the corner, they found themselves less than arod
from aWatchman on patrol.

“You!” snapped the Watchman. “What are you doing here?’

“Just apoor man, ser... apoor man... my boy, ser, he'snot right...
ran off hedid, and I'vejust gotten him...”

Truncheon in hand, the Watchman looked at Kharl, then at Jeka. Jeka
did not look at the Watchman, but remained standing beside Kharl.

“Does he spesk, fellow?’

“Sometimes, ser...” Kharl looked at Jekat. “ Can you tell the man your



name, Jekat?’

“Jekat.” Thetwo syllableswere uninflected, dull, and she continued to
look straight ahead.

The Watchman studied Jeka and then Kharl. He shook his head. “On
your way! Away from decent folk. And make it quick!”

“Yes ser... yes, ser... thank you, ser...” Kharl whined.

He just hoped that they didn't run into more Watchmen or, worse,
Egen, athough he suspected the lord's son might not even recognize
him any longer. Not unlessthey held him and siripped him and found
the scars on his back.

Therain began to fal more heavily, and by the time they were back in
the serviceway beside the rendering wall, both Kharl and Jekawere
soaked through. Therain had cometoo late to help Kharl with the
wizard, but it might have hel ped them escepe.

Kharl took a deep bregth. Despite the chill of the rain, the staff
continued to fed warm to Kharl's hands. He looked at Jeka.

“Climb over thewdl and wait.”

She did, and he followed, laborioudy, and with inadvertent tears
streaming down hisface. Every movement sent stabs of pain through
hisinjured arm and leg.

Only when they were under the roof, such asit was, did he touch the
daff to Jeka

She collgpsed.

Then he eased her into her hidey-hole, pulling off her wet cloak, but not
more, and wrapping her in drier woolen rags. Then, inturn, he
collapsed againgt the stonewall, just Stting there, breathing deeply, and
wondering what he had done.



He knew why-but not how.

XXXVII

Sevenday was cool and cloudy, even at dawn, but the clouds were
high. Kharl thought it was unlikely there would be rain. For that he was
grateful as he sat againgt the sonewall and checked hiswounds. Three
sets of half-scabbed and o0ozing lines ran from the kneeto just above
Kharl's boot tops on hisleft leg. A shorter trio of linesran between
Kharl's elbow and shoulder, aso on hisleft arm. The pain from the
night before had faded into adull aching in both hisinjured leg and arm,
unless he moved suddenly, then it sharpened.

Kharl il did not understand exactly what had happened. He knew
that he had fought well enough to disable the guards, but he doubted
that he had struck hard enough to kill them; and he certainly had not
struck the wizard hard enough to stun him-yet he had. Or was Kharl
decaiving himself? Had he redlly used that much force? He wasn't sure
he'd ever know. What he did know was that, if he couldn't find a
friendly ship soon, he needed another way to get out of Brysta. All
around him bodies continued to mount, and if Egen ever suspected that
Kharl wasdivein Brystaand had killed hiswizard, there would be
more Watchmen looking everywhere.

He glanced up to find Jeka sitting on the edge of the hidey-hole ledge,
studying him. While there were dark circles under her eyes, her face
was not so drawn as the day before.

“How areyou feding?’ he asked.

“Y ou came efter me.”

Kharl nodded, not knowing exactly what to say.
“Youkilled thewizard.”

He nodded again. “1 was lucky.”



“Y ou were brave”

“I'm not brave.” How could he explain that he wasnt, that held just had
to try, because it might have been the only chanceleft in hislifetotry to
help someone who had helped him? He looked at Jeka carefully.

Her face was Hill pale. “I've got afew coppers. I'm going with you to
the lower market. Y ou need to eat.”

“Y ou shouldataken coinsfrom the wizard.”

“I was more interested in getting us out of there before anyone found
us. Coinsdon't do much good if they hang you.”

“Couldagrabbed ‘em without stopping.”

“You could have,” Kharl said. “I'm not that good. Besides...” He
paused and offered agrin. “Wasn't that what got you in trouble with the
wizard in thefirst place?”

“Yeah...” Jekalooked away dightly, then back. “But if hewas deed...”

“If there were coins missing, the Watch might be looking for usalot
more. Thisway... the wizard's dead. So are hisguards, and there'sa
ropetied to a bedpost. No wizard's going to kidnap aragged urchin
everyonethinksisaboy. Clearly...” Kharl paused. He hoped it was
clear. “The wizard kidnapped the wrong person and paid for it.”

“That'swhat you hope.”

“Y ou think Egenisgoing to believe that abeggar and an urchin killed
two guards and awizard-and didn't take athing?’ countered Kharl.

“Probably not,” Jeka agreed.
“Now... let'sgo get something to eat.”
“I could do it mysdf.”



“You aren't going done.”

“Y ou got hurt. Maybe you shouldn't walk thet far.”
“We both got hurt. Besides, | can limp for real.”
Jekasmiled.

Kharl stood. He would take the staff.

XXXV

Pog findly rolled in early on eightday, sometime well before Kharl
woke. Theair was cold and clammy. Even hishair was damp. He
glanced toward the canvasthat covered Jekas hidey-hole, hoping she
was warm enough. He stood quietly, trying to stretch out sore muscles
without pulling the scabs on hisinjured leg and arm. The burns weren't
deep, but at timesthey were painful, and doubtless would remain so for

days.

The Seastag hadn't tied up in the harbor by sunset the night before, and
with the fog, wasn't likely to in the next day. It could be eightdays
before Hagen's ship showed up, and there wasn't even any certainty
that Kharl could buy or beg hisway aboard. Even if he did, what about
Jeka? Sooner or later, shedd run into something she couldn't handle.
Wheat could he do for her?

He laughed silently, ruefully. He couldn't even solve his own problems,
and he thought he could do something for Jeka, an urchin whose only
skills were cadging food? But were they? She'd mentioned once that
shel'd been aweaver.

Kharl frowned, thinking.

Hewas till thinking about it aglass later, when he dipped out of the
serviceway, the dark staff in his hand. Jekawas till dozing. Hed
listened to Jeka enough to know that the market was dangerous, even



for her at times, and there were few he could trust in buying or cadging
food. But he wanted to do his share, and with the wizard gone, he
could try the White Pony.

With the fog covering Brysta, the Watch wasn't likely to be ableto
follow him, athough he doubted that they were dl that interestedina
ragged beggar. He walked dowly, trying not to stretch hisleft leg too
much. Thefog was so thin at times that Kharl could seedmost a
hundred cubits, and then so thick momentslater that he could scarcely
glimpsethetip of the saff he carried. He made hisway southward until
he reached Copper Road, where he paused.

He heard heavy steps, close by, and he ducked into the alley and
flattened himsdf againgt the wal as the two members of the Watch
walked down Copper Road toward the harbor.

“...coldday...”

“... justthefog... dwayshave hot and cold daysin midfall...”

Kharl waited for the two to go on, but they stopped oppositethedley.
“... say that fog makesit harder for the whitewizards...”

“... youredly think someone killed Hanryl? All they found was his
garments”

“... two dead guards.”

“... had their blades out. Clubbed. .. couldn't have happened without
wizardry. Lord Egen'sworried... thinks there's another wizard |00se,
sronger...”

“Long asthey fight each other... don't much care.”
“Better get on over to Cargo Road...”

Kharl waited until the footsteps had long died away before heading



toward the White Pony, where he hoped that Enelyawould accord him
the same courtesy as she did Jeka.

XXXIX

In the late afternoon, from the point of rock north of the dateyard,
Kharl watched asthe Seastag maneuvered toward the outermost pier.
More than an eightday had passed since he had managed to rescue
Jekafrom the wizard, and, every day, he had checked the harbor, but
few vessdls had entered, athough he had seen Lord West's gunboats
more than afew times.

Hetook alast look at the Austran vessdl, sails furled and using her
steam engine and paddle whedls to move toward the pier, before he
began to walk southward toward the piers, his eyes open for the
Watch. It would probably take him severa glassesto circle the harbor
to the piersfrom where he was, but Hagen spent at least three daysin
Brysa

By thetime Kharl had made hisway past the warehouses, avoiding

tw harbor posts of the Watch, and reached the pier holding the Austran
ship, several wagons had aready appeared and were being readied to
take cargo about to be off-loaded.

Kharl eased out aong the pier, moving from unused bollard to bollard
until he was amogt at the stern of the Seastag. Then he watched for a
time as palleted bundles were winched up from the center hold. Hagen
stood on the poop deck watching.

After saverd loadsfilled the first wagon, the winching stopped.
Kharl dipped forward until he was on the pier, just below the captain.
“Hagen!” Kharl hissed.

The master of the Seastag glanced down, frowning ashetook in



Kharl.

“It's Kharl, the cooper.”

For amoment, Hagen studied Kharl. “What happened to you?’
“Could | work apassageto Austra?’

“Work a passage? What happened to you?’ repeated Hagen, ashis
eyes continued to study the ragged figure.

“Lord's son doesn't exactly like me. Doubled my tariffstwice over. No
way | could pay that. Lost the cooperage. Lost most everything.” All of
what Kharl said wastrue, but he dared not be more truthful.

“Y ou look that way.”

“I can ill work. Carpenter's assstant until you make landfal in
Augra?’

“I just came from there. | won't be making landfall therefor half a
Season.

“Could you use a carpenter's assistant for half a season?’

Hagen glanced down the pier, then back toward Kharl. “What about
your boys?’

“One | eft to be an apprentice ship's carpenter on the Fleuryl. The
other'swith Chareg's sster. She said | had no businessraisng Wartl.
He agreed. Hed even written her...”

Hagen fingered hischin. “1 don't know...”
“1 know how to work. Y ou know that.”
“Youlook...”

“Disguise,” Kharl admitted. “I don't want anyoneto see me. Y ou can



understand that. I'll come aboard in agood tunic and trousers.”

“I don't know. Been ahard trip aready.”

“Y ou can't get agood worker for less.”

“Passageisabout dl | can afford, Kharl.”

“That'sdl I'masking.”

Hagen frowned. “ Suppose... | suppose.”

“I'll be back later tonight with my gear. Would that be dl right?”
“How much gear?’

“Very little. Some clothes, apack. No tools.”

Hagen shook his head. “Hate to see aman so down on his luck.”
“I'll befine once I'm away from Brysta.”

“WEell be herein port admost an eightday.”

“I'll tay on board. Give you an extrabody to help load and unload.”
The captain laughed. “For that, | could even pay you bottom level.”
“I won't object.” Kharl smiled. “Later tonight?”

“I'll tell the deck watch to get me.”

“Thank you.” Kharl nodded, then hurried down the pier. He had more
than afew loose ends he wanted to tie up, and he wanted to get back
before Hagen had a chance to change his mind, athough he didn't think
Hagen wasthat kind of man. Still, he had alot to do, including trying to
do something for Jeka. What he had in mind might not work... but it
was all he had been able to come up with, and he had to try.

On hisway back to the walled hideout, Kharl stopped by the fountain



and, when no one was too close, washed up as he could, removing the
worgt of thedirt and grime.

Stll, for dl his concerns about Jeka, she was not between thewalls
when Kharl returned. He hoped she would not betoo long in returning.
In the meantime, he rummaged through his pack until he found the old
scissors. By fed, he dowly trimmed his beard and mustache, making
surethat it was shorter and more rounded than it had been before.

Then he dressed in his spare tunic and trousers. He hoped that he could
get the dirt and soil out of the clothes he had been wearing, which he
folded and put into his pack.

“Wdll... yourelooking good.” Jeka stood at the foot of thewadll. “Are
you going somewhere?’

“Theship | waswaiting for ishere.”
“Goin'to missyou,” Jekasaid warily, her eyesavoiding Kharl's.

Despite the stench of the hidey-hole, and the dirt, Kharl realized he was
going to miss Jekaaswell. “I'll missyou, but...” He shook his head.
“Can't stay here. Y ou know that. Sooner... later, Egen'd find me.”

“Y ou can go, be a cooper anywhere. Me...?" She spread her hands.
“Y ou were aweaver once, you said?’ Kharl asked.

“Itwasalong timeago.”

“Wereyou good & it?’

“Light-fired good, Ma said. So did Hunat, but he had three sons and
adaughter there.”

Kharl nodded to himself, then eased his fingersinto the pouch hed
replaced around his neck and dipped out asilver. He handed it to her.



“Thismight hdp.”

“You had slvers?’ Jekalooked at the coin. “Had this, and you stayed
here?"

“Know anyplace I'd have been any safer?’ he asked. “With Egen
wanting my head?’

Thetrace of asmile crossed her lips. “Y ou got more dley-smarts
thanyou let on.*

“Comeon...” Hepulled his pack into place and arranged the ragged
cloak over both tunic and pack. Then he picked up the staff.

“Wherewegoin'?’

“To seeaman. He'sagood man. The only one who helped me and
stood by me.” Who was il dive-but Kharl wasn't about to say that.

“Why...?
Kharl took her arm. “We don't have that much time.”

Jekafollowed Kharl over thewall and out into the serviceway, clearly
reluctant, and then aong the dleys and cross streets until they werein
the dley pardlding Crafters Lane-the aley on the south side, not the

one on the north that ran behind the cooperage. In time, they cameto
the rear door of Gharan's shop.

Kharl glanced around, then drew back the ragged hooded cloak
enough to revea hisface and the better tunic underneath. He rapped on
the door.

Amylaopened it. Her eyeswidened.

“Get Gharan. | won't be amoment.”



After along look at the cooper, Amyla stepped back, leaving the door
dightly gar.

Gharan appeared ingantly. “Kharl...” Helooked down the dley,
then back at the cooper.

“There'sno one out here. Not now. Y ou've stood up for me, and
you've been honest,” Kharl said. “I'm leaving Brysta, but | have afavor
to ask-not for me.”

Gharan looked from Kharl to Jeka, quizzicdly.

“Jekat isn't Jekat, exactly. She's Jeka, and an orphan. Shesaso a
good weaver.” Kharl fumbled at the pouch around his neck and under
his undertunic, then handed three silversto Gharan. “I'll pay you to try
her as a helper or an apprentice for two eightdays. Y ou like what she
does, then you keep her on. You dont, at least try to find her aplace.”

Gharan looked to Jeka again. “Where are you from?”’
1] %ma”
“Why didn't you stay there?’

“I couldn't. Hunat had three sons and a daughter, and the tariff farmer
took everything when Madied, wanted to indenture me to apleasure
house”

Gharan winced, then looked a Kharl. “Two eightdays trid. Thereisa
chance.”

“Say she'sadistant cousin.” Kharl turned to Jeka. “Y ou stay here now.
Y ou don't need anything back there.” He handed her two slvers.
“These are for decent clothesfor you.” He straightened. “I'd better go.”

He stepped back, leaving Jeka standing there with Gharan, then
ducked back dong the dley, dmost a arun, before anyone could say



anything. He did not dow down until he was severd blocks away. He
forced himself not to ook back.

He reached the pier where the Seastag was docked just after sunset.
He stopped to study the area around the ship, but saw no Watchmen.
He dipped off the ragged cloak and rolled it up, dipping it next to an
unused ballard, then straightened up and walked toward the Austran
vesd.

The crewman at the top of the gangway watched as Kharl approached.

The cooper stopped at the foot of gangway. “I'm Kharl. Captain
Hagen isexpecting me...” Hewasn't sure what elseto say.

“Hetold me. Y ou're to come aboard and wait here on the
quarterdeck.”

Kharl walked up the gangway and stepped down onto the deck
planks, athough he saw nothing that resembled a quarterdeck.

The sailor on watch looked strangely at the ironbound staff.
Kharl did not offer to explain.

The sailor took atin whistle and piped something. Shortly, Hagen
appeared with amuscular and blocky man who looked to be about
Kharl'sage.

Hagen smiled as he saw Kharl. “Y ou look somewhat better than this
afternoon.” He turned to the other man. “Furwyl... we're payin' adebt
and getting some help. Kharl her€'s a cooper. Lost his consort and his
family, then his cooperage to the tariff farmer. Done alot of good work
for usin the past. Working hisway to Austra, as assistant to the
carpenter. Doesn't do rigging, but anything €l se you need him for.”
Furwyl smiled. “He'samite big to put up there”

“Furwyl isfirst mate, number two,” Hagen said to Kharl. “Y ou answer
him and any of the other mates, like they were me. Mates are the ones



with the vests, or the jackets with the stripes on the deeves.”
“Yes s

“I'll need amoment more with Kharl, Furwyl. Then you can get him
squared away in the fo'c'sle and take him down to the carpenter. |

dready told Tarkyn.”
“Yes s

“Oh, Furwyl... | think weld better change the shore leave while we're
here. It'stoo late for tonight, but from now on, | want the crew to goin
pairs. Anyone who leaves done, or returnsalone, losesaglver. There's
something going on. There's arenegade wizard loose-killed awhite
mage, one serving Lord West's youngest son. We don't want anyone
tied up with that.”

“The crew won't like that.”

“Better that than no leave. We don't want to lose crew, and they don't
want to end up dead or |eft here, either.”

“Yes, sar.” Furwyl stepped away, moving toward the bow aong the
piersderailing.

Hagen turned his attention on Kharl. “1 made aquick trip to your
cooperage. Someone elseisthere. He said he bought it at atariff
auction because you abandoned it. Why?’

“To dtay dive,” Kharl replied. “1 stopped Lord West's son from forcing
himsalf on my neighbor's daughter, and he had my Chareekilled. He
had the tariff farmer raise my levy to twelve golds, and had an assassin
kill my neighbor because he testified for me beforethejudticers...”

Hagen winced. “I thought it might be something like that. Y ou stay on
board and out of sight when the port inspectors are around.”

“| can do that.”



“And you do whatever you're told by the mates, by Tarkyn-he'sthe
carpenter-or by me."

“Yes sar.”

Hagen beckoned. “Furwyl ... you can take him now.”

AsKharl followed the first mate, Furwyl looked at the cooper. “Y ou've
made some of our hogsheads and barrels?’

“Yes, sar. Some of them.”

“Wouldn't hurt Tarkyn to have some help. It'sbeen arough fdl. In
here.” Furwyl gestured to the open hatchway on the starboard side,
leading into the forecastle.

Kharl had to duck as he entered the passageway, dimly lit by asingle
lamp in abulkhead bracket. A closed hatch was on the right, an open
hatch straight ahead.

Furwyl gestured to the closed hatch. “Women's crew quarters.
Off-limitsat dl times. Youll bein the main section forward. Even have
an extrabunk or s0.”

Most of the bunk spaces were empty, except for three. In two, the
sailors were deeping. Thethird sailor looked at the mate and Kharl.

“Kharl's the assstant to the carpenter,” Furwyl explained.
The sailor nodded and rolled over.

The bunk spaces were about four cubits long, two high, and two deep,
set againgt the hull. Each was painted white, and there was athin
mattress with asingle blanket on each. Between each set of bunks
were two open spaces with nets.

The mate pointed to the last bunk on the port side. “That onell be
yours. Your gear goesin the bin at the foot of your bunk. Haveto lash



that staff away down in the carpenter shop.”

The bin was certainly large enough to hold Kharl's pack, but as he
looked around the triangular space, he could see why the staff would
not fit anywhere. He stepped forward and put his pack in the bin, then
tied thenet in place.

Furwyl turned, expecting Kharl to follow. The cooper did, back
outside, then into the passageway on the starboard side, and down a
ladder onelevel, and forward into anarrow space where asailor in
gray sat on astool carving something out of what looked to be awhite
bone. He looked up, but did not rise.

“Tarkyn,” thefirst mate said, “thisisKharl. The captain said hed told
yw.”

“Didn't ask me, ser. Told me.” The carpenter was agood decade older
than Kharl, grizzled, and white-haired, and he wore agray shirt,

not either tunic or undertunic, and matching gray trousers. He surveyed
Kharl. “Least heé'sno youngster.”

Furwyl nodded to Kharl. “I'll leave you two.” He looked to Tarkyn.
“Captain said you could store his staff here. It won't fitinthefo'c'sle.
Hope he doesn't need it, but we will be sailing offshore of Renklaar.”

“Well find aplace”

Furwyl [€ft.

Tarkyn looked at the staff. “Y ou from Reduce?’

“No. The gaff came from ablackstaffer. It's useful in strange places.”
“You canrack it there.” Tarkyn pointed at the overhead wood bin
that Stretched aft.

Kharl eased the staff into the long wood bin on one side, carefully



rearranging two timbers so that it fit snugly.
Tarkyn looked hard at Kharl. “Y ou after my spot?’

Kharl laughed. “No. | offered my servicesto help pay my passage. I'm
a cooper-"

“Captain told me that. Y ou agood cooper?’
“One of the better ones.”
“Why you here?’

“The Lord'stariff farmer took adidiketo me. | couldn't come up with
twelve goldsin four eightdays. Not when the tariff had only been three
goldsthe year before”

“Onething about being aship's carpenter... don't have to worry about
such. Worry about pirates, storms, spoiled food, broken spars- but not
tariff farmers.” Tarkyn laughed. “ Be here after morning muster, and I'll
show you around. See what you can do.”

“Thank you.”

“Don't thank meyet.” Tarkyn looked down &t the carving he held,
barely illuminated by the bronze lamp, and lifted the knife. “ See you
firg thingin the morning.”

“I'll be here,” Kharl promised, stepping back out of the carpenter shop.
For dl of Tarkyn'staciturn welcome, Kharl had sensed the basic
soundness of the man, and the organization of the shop, from the wood
st just sointhe bins and baysto the tool cheststhat were carefully
stowed and restrained.

He climbed up the ladder, then back onto the main deck. After a
moment, he climbed the forward ladder and walked to the base of the
bowsprit. There he stood, at the railing on the seaward side, looking



into the darkness. .. wondering how he had ended up on the Seastag. ..
and whereit would al lead.

After atime, heturned to view thelights of Brysta. Hed never thought
of leaving the city where held been born. But then, held never thought
that the city-or its rulers-would have cost him his consort hisfamily, his
livelihood, then driven him out.

Looking at the scattered lights spread across the harbor front, and the
low hills overlooking the harbor, he swallowed, feding the lumpi , his
throat, and his eyes began to burn.

XL

Vharl spent thefirgt five days, when not desping or egting, ether with
the winch crew or in the carpenter shop. Adjusting to the in-port
morning muster was easy enough; hed dway's gotten up early anyway.
Having regular mealsturned out harder on his guts and system, much as
he knew he needed them.

After testing Kharl on afew minor projects, such asreplacing a
smashed pand on an inside door-hatch and rebuilding a
storm-damaged section of the poop deck rail, Tarkyn just asked if
Kharl could do something. Most things he was asked to do, he could,
and some, like turning a spar, were easy enough to pick up.

He had no idea about others, aswhen the carpenter had asked him
how he'd reset the rudder posts.

“1 suppose | could take it gpart and learn,” the cooper had offered,
“but | don't know as you and the captain would wish that.”

Tarkyn had laughed. “Wise man who knows what he can do. Wiser
man who knowswhat he can't.”

Kharl wasn't certain about that. Hed done afew thingsin the past
eightdays he/d never believed he could have done, and, before that, he



certainly would have told anyone that he couldn't have done them.

He'd not seen either Watch or harbor ingpectors, but the Watch usualy
didn't patrol the piers, and the harbor inspectors were only

interested in tariffs and quiet on the vesselstied to the piers-and the
Seastag wasavery quiet ship.

By late afternoon on threeday, al the outbound cargo had been loaded,
and the hatches secured, with everything battened down. Then the
steam engine had been fired up, and with adapping ihwup, thwup, the
midships paddie whedls had begun to turn.

Kharl stood at therailing asthe Seastag eased away from the pier, out
into the harbor, then westward past the outer breakwater. He looked
back a Brydta, the afternoon light illuminating the city in agolden glow,
giving it abeauty he had not seen-or experienced-in recent seasons.

“You! Second carpenter!” called avoice.

Kharl turned at the voice, recognizing the third, a hard-faced wiry
woman with short-cropped hair and broad shoulders. “ Ser?’

“WEell be setting canvas once we clear. Y ou're lead on the mainmast
winch.”

“Yes, sar.” Kharl moved toward the winch. There he stood, waiting for
orders, and looking back, wondering if he would ever see Nordla
again, if hewould ever want to, yet knowing that he would.

O

f?



XLI

Thirteen days had passed since the Seastag had steamed out of Brysta
and hoisted sail. Once wdll clear of Nordla, Hagen had shut down the
steam engine to conserve cod. All thirteen days had seen very rough
seas, except for the last few glasses, when the seas had begun to cam.
Kharl hadn't realized how much continua work wasrequired of aship's
carpenter, much of it while standing on amoving deck. Most of it was
smple, intermsof craft, but necessary. Hed replaced railing spokes.
He'd turned pulley brackets. HE'd fashioned areplacement bar for the
capstan, when the iron one had broken loose and rolled over the side
during one of the heavier blows. He could have reinforced it with iron
bands, but there was no forge available on the ship.

The cooper grinned &t his recollection of Hagen's anger over that. The
fourth mate-the bosun-had practically backed himsdf over therailing
stepping away from the captain as Hagen berated the man for not
making sure that the capstan locker had been secured for heavy
westher.

It was near midday, and Kharl stood near the bow, just forward of the
foremast, sncethe Seastag was only twin-masted, but full-rigged, a
brig'srigging on afull ship'shull, soread to alow engine and paddie
wheels midships. He was taking a bresk from the pedal-powered lathe
in the carpenter's shop and enjoying the fresh air. Unlike some of the
newer sailors, the weather hadn't bothered Kharl, and he found that
merdly working, esting, and desping on aregular schedule had
improved both his attitude and his hedlth. The thin mattressfelt dmost
luxurious after nearly a season on rags and hard ground, and even the
ship'sfood wasn't that bad, although the fruit was dried and limited, and
the biscuits that went with every meal tended to get rock-hard the
moment they cooled.

“Land ahead!” came down the call from the lookout.

“Land where?’ caled back Furwyl, who had the con, on the platform



before the steersman.
“Ten off the starboard bow!”

Within moments, Kharl could fed the Seastag turning to starboard. He
couldn't see what the lookout had, not yet, and he headed back down
to the carpenter shop.

Tarkyn stepped back from the lathe. “'Y ou're younger. Y ou can finish.”

Kharl took the turning chisel from the older man. “ The lookout sighted
land.”

“Thought as much,” replied Tarkyn. * Shifted course.”
“We came starboard. It looked like we were headed too far south.”

“Not too far if the cgptain could seeland. Means he was right within
fifty kays after fifteen hundred on the open sea. Not many captains that

“Do you mind if | watch aswe comeinto port?’ Kharl adjusted the
foot pedal and began pumping, so that the spruce in the lathe began to

Soin.

“No. Not after you finish that gaff. Bemyr'll want you up on the winch
crew anyway.”

Kharl didn't rush the turning. There was no point in spoiling the wood,
and it would be agood glass, if not two or three, before the Seastag
came anywhere near the shore. When he did finish, he handed the
smoothed geff to Tarkyn.

“Not bad.”

Kharl took out one of the rags and cleaned off the lathe, then got out
the small broom and the handled flat scoop. He swept up the shavings
and put them in the burn box, where the cook would collect them |ater.



By thetime he had finished, Tarkyn was back working on his
scrimshaw, what would be afull-rigged ship carved into ared deer
antler.

“How long have you been working on that?” the cooper asked.
“Thisvoyage and the last.” Tarkyn |ooked toward the open hatch.

Kharl took the hint and dipped out of the carpenter shop and up to the
bow. At times, the carpenter didn't want to talk at all-not to Kharl.

The ship was headed due north, and Kharl could smell the smoke from
the engine being fired up. The third mate was barking commands at the
riggers, terms Kharl didn't understand, except in genera terms, naming
sailsto befurled, and those to beleft in place. He had picked up some
of the names, but he had no ideawhich sail the mizzen skysail was, nor
the fore topgallant. So he just stayed out of the way near the bow and
watched asthe Seastag drew nearer to the coast. Beforelong, he
could make out along black line above the water-a breskwater.
Hagen, on the poop, brought the ship more to the west.

Thethird, her voice hard and sharp, issued another series of

commands, and the rest of the sailswere furled as the paddle wheels
began to move. The Seastag moved dowly northward, then hove to off
the southern breakwater, waiting, the paddle whedl s turning just enough
to keep the ship with bare steerageway.

Inlessthan afraction of aglass, apilot boat steamed up. The boat kept
perfect station on the Seastag while the ladder went over theside.
Shortly, aman in blue trousers and jacket climbed aboard. Furwyl met
him on the deck and escorted him back to the poop, where he stood
beside the captain and began to give ordersto the helm.

The Seastag crept forward, wallowing dightly before gaining true
headway, then picked up speed to perhaps three kays, Kharl judged,
moving toward a channel marked with red and black buoys. The



channel ran aimost due east between the two long breskwaters of
black stone. The breakwaters rose a good ten cubits above the water
and seemed to be at least three times that wide, with the flat surface of
alord's

causaway.

“Never seen breskwaterslike that...” murmured Hodd, one of the few
deckhands who was actualy taler and broader than Kharl-and agood
fifteen years younger.

“Lotsof thingsyou'll see here you never saw before,” someone else
replied. “Nothing like Nylan. Nothing nowhere.”

“Winch crew! Stand by!” ordered Bemyr, the bosun.

Kharl moved &ft to join the others, but continued to watch asthe
Seastag entered the harbor, not al that much larger than the one at
Brysta. The difference wasthat there were piers and more piers, dl of
them stone, with clean linesand no Signs of missing mortar, seemingly in
perfect repair, with timbered rails and hempen buffers.

“Isthis part of Reduce cdled Nylan, or isit just the harbor?” Kharl
asked Reld, who was the closest of the winch crew to him.

“Who knows?’ Reid shrugged.

The bosun looked a Kharl. “The southern tip of Reduceiscalled
Southpoint. The port hereis Nylan, named after some old hero. He
wasasmith, | think. Anyway, weve been coming north past the point
‘fore coming inshore. That's 'cause the harbor's on the west Side, north
of the southern tip. Pretty big port, more than ahaf score piersfor
deep-ocean traders, afew more for coasters from Candar and fishing
vessals. Mogt of thetime, it's crowded.”

“They got girlsthere?’ asked the fresh-faced Wylat. “ The tavern maids
are prettier here than anyplace you'll ever be And dl you candois



look.” Bemyr laughed.

“Don't bdievethat,” came avoice from the other side of thewinch
crew.

“Y ou better beieveit. Thisisthe place that flattened Fairven some
fifty-sixty yearsback. They got more mages herein Nylan than in the
wholerest of theworld. You seedl that black stone out there? They
got shipsthat move faster than the fastest war-steamers out of Hamor,
and haf thetime you can't see 'em. They got patrollers on every street.
Y ou won't lose any coin to brigandsthere, and you'll get fair measure
for your coin. But you can't buy awoman for dl the goldsthe captain's

got”
“Youcant?

Asthe Seastag eased past the inner end of the breakwaters, Kharl's
attention drifted from the comments about women to the harbor and the
city to the north of it. Outside of afew blocksimmediately north of the
harbor, the city was built on along doping hill, an dmost symmetrical
ridge that was more than two kays from the harbor to the crest and
nearly twice that wide. The dwellings and the buildings he could see
were constructed of a blackish stone, with dark roofs, and the streets
were wide and straight.

“ Anywhere you can buy agood woman... awoman, anyway,” another
crew member said.

“Except on board,” cracked the third mate from across the deck.

“Can't buy women in Nylan,” stated Bemyr. “ Better not try, ether.
Now... onceinawhile, on€ll takealikingto asailor... and that's
something. Only knew of two fellowsthat happened to...” Bemyr
broke off. “Enough of that. They've dready got the wagons moving
down the pier. They move cargo fast here.”

“Linesout!” ordered Furwyl. “Tighten up forward! Bring her in!”



The Seastag''s paddle wheel dowed to astop.
“Double up!” ordered Furwyl. “Bosun!”

Bemyr put hiswhistle to his mouth and blew two shrill blagts. “ Before
long, cargo hatch'll be off. Winch crew in place! Step lively, now!”

Kharl took his place and waited.

XLII

For the next two days, Kharl labored as a deckhand, shifting cargo,
moving palets. Not until midafternoon of the third day was he granted
shore leave, dong with Tarkyn and half the rigging crew. He had
managed, with some difficulty, to wash his once-better outfit clean, but
aclose look would have revedled muted stainsin the tunic. He also had
the staff, which he felt he needed to return, although he wasn't quite
sure whereto takeiit, only that it had come from Reduce, and he
thought Jenevrahad mentioned Nylan.

He stood on the section of the deck behind the gangway, in that
ill-defined areathat was caled the quarterdeck, aong with the others
going on shoreleave, sunlight and shadows from the masts and rigging
fdling acrossthem.

“Don't betoo long, or too late,” Bemyr told those going on shore leave.
“Y ou don't need afriend with you, not here, but be careful. Captain
sayswe sall just after dawn. That's when the winds turn and blow out
of the northeest.”

Kharl stepped back and let the younger men surge down the gangway.

Asthe cooper waited, the captain appeared, looking at the staff. “1'd
forgotten that. Where did you get it?’

“It belongs here. | need to return it.”



“That's probably avery good idea. Enjoy yoursdlf.”

“Yes, ser,” Kharl said palitely, but Hagen had aready stepped away.
Kharl looked around as he walked down the gangway onto the pier.
All the pierswere of dressed stone, and the stonework was simple but
flawless, the joins between stones astight as those of hisbest barrels,
and with only the thinnest lines of mortar.

The pier itsdlf was amost clear of wagons, except for onelast one
holding barrels, probably of provisions. Kharl walked past it, then
stopped at the end of the pier and looked up the long, inclined hillsde
that held most of the city. Even though it waswell past harves,

everything seemed either black or green. The streets and even the one
aley he could seeto hisleft were al paved in adark gray stone that
was amost black. Thelate-afternoon light glinting off it made it look
gray, but as he looked closer, he could seethat it was indeed black. In
fact, he hadn't realized just how black, and how pervasive the black
gonetruly was. All of the buildings, dl of the dwellings, were of the
same black stone, and the roofs of the buildings and dwellings were of
astone that looked like split black date.

There were trees, tall and green, and open areas of grass, also green at
atime of year when most grassin Nordlawas brown. The buildings
and dwdllingswere set in their own greenery, and placed much farther
apart than in Brysta, spreading the city out and giving afeding of
§paciousness.

Kharl looked at the open area, arectangular paved square, separating
the piers from the warehouses and buildings, then picked the
widest-looking boulevard and walked toward it, his staff in hand. He
stopped at the corner where it intersected the square and walked
toward aman in ablack-and-tan uniform, a patroller, from what Bemyr
had said. “ Could you help me?1'm looking for the Brethren.”

“All of Nylan's got Brethren. Any ones specia?’ The man's accent was
S0 clipped it took Kharl severa moments to piece together what the



fellow had actudly said.
“Theones... the place that sends peopleto other lands...”

“Where they train the dangergelders, you mean? Up the hill, dmost
three kays, and thereésa building on the left, with agreen triangleon a
stone marker outside. That's the place. Only one with the green

triangle”
“Thank you.”

The patroller nodded in response.

As he continued uphill, Kharl noted something e se. Almogt dl the
buildings were but one story, and most of those near the harbor |ooked
newish, certainly not more than ageneration old, and some more
recently constructed than that. Y et the port had afeding of being much
older.

He had waked no more than a block when he redlized that severd
passersby and othersin the street had taken aquick glance at him and
the staff, and looked away. No one said anything, but they definitely
looked at him strangely. Because of his clothing, not that of atypica
sailor? Or the staff? Or both?

He was breathing harder by the time he reached his destination, nearly
aglasslater. The structure was more than just abuilding. From what he
could tell, looking over thelow stonewall at the green grass and negtly
trimmed hedges and well-kept flowers, he waslooking at an

edate.

Findly, he stepped through the two black stone pillarsthat served as
gatepodts, although there was no actua gate, and made hisway to the
covered porch and the doorway beyond. After amomentary hesitation,
he rapped on the door.

Shortly, the door opened, and a young woman stood there. She wore



gray dl over, except for ashimmering black scarf and asilver pinon
the collar of her tunic. The pin wasalightning bolt crossed with a staff.
“Might | help you?” Again, the accent was strange, but understandable.

“I hopes0,” Kharl said. “Thisstaff... it'snot mine... | didn't know
what to dowith it.”

For thefirgt time, the woman, who had been studying the cooper
intently enough to make Kharl unessy, actualy looked at the staff. She
frowned, briefly. “If you would comein, | think you should see
Magister Trelyn.” She held the black oak door open wider.

Kharl took the invitation and stepped insde, finding himsdlf in an upper
foyer, separated from the lower one by three black stone steps that ran
the width of the foyer.

“Thereare benchesbelow... if youwould liketorest...?’

Kharl stepped down to the lower level and the benches set almost
againg each wall. His eyes were caught by apainting hanging over one
of the benches. The woman portrayed wore black, and her hair was
brown. Her eyes were black, and somehow very dive. She didn't look
like anyone Kharl knew, yet she reminded him of Jenevra, the
black-staffer.

He studied the walls, black oak panels set between heavy black oak
timbers, and thefloor, dso of the black date. Only the ceiling waslight,
awhite plagter tinged bluish gray. There were three doorsthat led into
other parts of the building. Two were closed, and the third was just gar.

Kharl could hear voices.

“... doesn't look like adangergelder... accent... but the gaff... it'snot
corrupted... more ordered than it should be...”

“...justhavetosee...”

Kharl turned and watched as the woman and aman dressed in dark,



dark gray appeared. His hair was silvered, but hisface wasthat of ,
younger man. Kharl had the feeling that he was older than he looked
Hewore black boots, well polished. Like the woman, hewore asilver
collar pin, but hislooked like a sprig of aplant crossed with astaff. The
cooper aso redlized something dse. Just asthe wizard in Brystahad
been surrounded by awhitish fog that Kharl had sensed more than felt
this man was surrounded by a blackness, adarkness, but the darkness
didn't fed cold or evil. Insteed, it felt dmost warm... solid, like
well-made tight cooperage.

“I'mMagiger Tryn.” The magister smiled. “How could | help you?’

“The taff,” Kharl said. “It'snot mine. It belonged to a blackstaffer
named Jenevra. | thought | should returniit.”

Trelyn frowned. “Could you tell me what happened to this
black-gtaffer, and where it happened?’

“Her name was Jenevra, and she was from Reduce. She cameto
Brysta, she said, because she had to take atrip to learn something. She
was attacked and beaten badly, and | took her into my shop.” Kharl
shrugged helplesdly. “ She was getting better, and was dmost well. Then
someone st afire next door, and while | was helping fight it... shewas
killed. The justicers said my consort did it, and they hung her, but she
wasinnocent.”

“You left Brystajust to return this?”

Kharl laughed, dmost harshly. “No. | left Brysta because, after they
flogged me, and increased my tariffs so much that | could not pay them,
someone murdered my neighbor, who was the only one who stood up
for meagaing Lord West and hisson. | went into hiding until | could
get on aship away from Nordla. The ship ported here, and | thought |
should return the staff.”

“Hasit been the cause of your ill fortune?”



“No. | can't say it has. It wasn't mine. | had barely touched it when
everything began to go wrong. | had to use it to save mysdlf and
someonedse”

The magister nodded more. “Might | seeit?’

Kharl might have balked at others touching it, dthough he could not
have said why, but he readily handed it to the older magigter. “Here.”

Trelyn ran hisfingers over the wood and the black iron, hiseyes

amost closed. After severd moments, his eyes opened wide, and he
studied Kharl intently. Then he handed the staff back to Kharl.

“It'snot ming” Kharl said.

“It may have belonged to Jenevra, and we are sad to hear what
happened to her, but it isnow yours. It would be uselessto anyone
else, and it would have to be destroyed. That would not be good for
you, either.”

“Not good for me?’ Kharl didn't want it destroyed, but it had not been
his. “But... I'mjust acooper...”

Trelyn smiled, an expresson almost sad. “ One of the hardest tasksin
lifeisto discover that we are more than we think we are. Whether you
can discover truly what you are... that | cannot say, but you are more
than a cooper.”

Kharl smiled ruefully. “ Always be a cooper, | think. Headed to Aus-tra
. intime”

“I did not say you were not acooper,” Trelyn said quietly, “but that
you are, or could be... should be... more than that. If you have the
courageto look into yoursdlf. Y ou have agreat affinity for order, and
for indtilling order.”

Thewords made Kharl uncomfortable, and he shifted hisweight from



onefoot to the other. “I can't stay too long. My ship will be sailing.”
“Not that soon,” Trelyn observed.
“No,” Kharl admitted.

“Were you younger and raised on Reduce, you might have been an
engineer or an order-master. Even ... are people pleased with your
barrds?

“ Always have been, those that buy 'em. Some don't, though.”

“Thosethat did not and will not arelikely not to be trusted. They avoid
your work because it embodies order.”

Kharl frowned, considering what the magister had said. It was true that
those who bought hiswork and kept buying it over the years were
those he knew were honest and trustworthy. He'd never looked at it
that way, though. Was that why he had been having more and more
trouble sdlling his barrels? Because there were fewer and fewer
trustworthy soulsin Brysta?

“It'samost disconcerting thought, isit not?” asked the magister. “That
those who cannot be trusted do not trust those who produce truly
ordered work.”

“I hadn't thought of it that way before.”

“If you wish to survive and prosper, you will need to think more aong
thoselines” suggested Trelyn. “Y ou will become more digned with
order, and unless your thoughts become equally attuned, you, troubles
will continue.”

“My thoughts...”

“Thoughts aways precede action, yours or the thoughts of another. If
you attune yourself to order, you will find that life will be more
rewarding.”



“Not eader, though?’

“No,” admitted the magigter. “Lifeis seldom easy for those who
embody order, athough it would seem it should be. But then, what
seemsisnot dwayswhat is”

“Why me?

The magister smiled, warmly, then shrugged. “That | do not know. | do
know that those who work with wood often understand order better,
asdo smiths. Y ou do some of each, and that may be part of the
answer. It may bethat you are a cooper because that feelsright to you.”

Kharl'slips quirked. “What do you suggest?’

“Look beyond what you think you see. Learn new things. Reconsider
old knowledge. Trust what you fed.” Trelyn paused, then drew abook
fromhistunic. “Thismight aso help.”

Kharl took the book, opened the cover, then smiled and handed it
back. “I did keep her book. I hope you don't mind.”

“I thought you might have, but | wanted to make sure you had a copy.
Y ou may haveto read it severa times-or more. It sometimes helpsto
skip through it and read those passages that make the most sense at the
moment. Dorrin wroteit most logicaly, but most of us are not that
logicd.”

Somehow, those words relaxed Kharl. “Thank you.” He glanced
toward the door.

“Also,” added Trelyn, “you can find those who understand order
everywhere, not just on Reduce. In time, you might be one that others
turnto.”

“I've been having trouble just surviving.” Kharl paused, and added,
“Until an eightday ago, anyway.”



“That was when you left your old life, | would guess, dthough
sometimesthe effects last for along time. We often create part of our
trouble

by not wanting to accept who and what we are. Y ou should try to
understand yourself, aswell astheworld.” Trelyn smiled again. " Those
areredly al | can offer in terms of words of wisdom, and I'm not
certain that they work for everyone. | do hopethey help you.” Trelyn
moved toward the door.

“Thank you.” Kharl followed the magigter.

“When you discover yoursdf, truly, you can return here, if you so
wish,” Trelyn added, as Kharl stepped through the door and out into the

fal sunlight.

“Don't know as'd want to, then,” Kharl replied.

“That is often the way. For it, the world is a better place. Our hopes
gowithyou.”

AsKharl walked back down the wide and straight stone street, through
acity far cleaner and better-smelling than Brysta, he pondered the
magister'swords, especidly those about people not wanting to accept
who they were. Hadn't he always accepted he would be a cooper? The
magister had told him bluntly that he was more than that-but had not
said what hewas, only that Kharl had to discover it, and that it would
be hard. Hard? Kharl laughed to himself. Hed dready discovered that.

Kharl looked up, sensing something. On the other Side of the Street
were two figuresin black, one man and one woman. Both wore silver
inggniaon their collars, one that |ooked like a cog crossed with a staff.
Like the magigter, they held the unseen blackness, if not so deeply or
warmly.

The man glanced sharply a Kharl, but the woman leaned toward him



and whispered something. Then shelooked to Kharl and smiled,
saying, “Order dways be with you.”

What could he say back? After amoment, he replied with the only
thing that cameto mind, “ And with you.”

The two both nodded and continued onward, past Kharl and up the hill.

Kharl wondered why the woman had gone out of her way to offer the
strange greeting, and what she had said to her companion.

Rather than going straight back to the Seastag, Kharl 1ooked for
somewhereto eat. He still had silvers|eft, and a handful of coppers,
and after the ship'sfood, he wanted agood meal, perhaps the first one
in aseason.

Thefirst inn-the Copper Kettle-he approached, while looking nest
enough, and smelling clean enough, did not gpped to him, for reasons
he

could not have explained. He walked westward dong adightly
narrower street, although one still broad by the standards of Brysta,
and stopped abruptly at asmaller place, morelike atavern redly. He
went ingde. The public room was not large, holding fewer than ten
tables, with only tw, occupied, but that wasn't exactly unexpected in
late afternoon.

A tdl woman, broad, but not fat, wearing adark green shirt and
trousers with a spotless white apron, smiled at him. “Any tablethat's
free”

Kharl moved toward atablein acorner, one that was bright from the
late-afternoon light danting through the unshuttered windows, but not
painfully so. He leaned the staff into the corner, trying to keep it out of
the way, and settled into the armless chair that alowed him to survey
the room. In one way, there was nothing at al remarkable-nine round
tables and chairs, wooden floors, white-plastered walls, bronze lamps



in brackets on the walls. In another, it was dl astounding. Thetables
were well crafted of red oak, covered in ahard finish, and they were
clean. The same wastrue of the chairs. The floors were of wide golden
oak planks, aso finished with a smooth sort of varnish, Kharl judged,
and without a speck of dirt or dust on them. The windows had glass,
and the glass had been kept spotless. HEd never seen what might have
been cdled acommon eatery so clean.

“Do you know what you want?’ asked the white-haired woman who
had greeted him. Her eyesflickered to the staff, then back to Kharl.

“I don't even know what you have,” he admitted.

“Not everything we usually do. Let's see. Whitefish or red fish,
battered and fried. Always have afish chowder. Also, weve got a
quarter fowl, and chops. Chops might be abit tough. All comeswith
mashed potatoes and fried pearapples, except the chowder, of course.
Just bread. Fishistwo coppers, fowl and chopsthree. Ale or wineis
two, redberry

one.
“What's the best?’

“Today... thewhitefish.”

“I'll try it, withan de.” Kharl fumbled in hisbelt wallet.
“Pay when | bring thede.” She smiled and dipped away.

Kharl just watched her go, admiring her grace, even though he knew
shewas years older than hewas.

She returned with the de amost immediately, and Kharl placed the
slver onthetable. “Need some change.”

“Where are you headed?’ she asked as she deftly swept up the silver,
then looked strangely at the Brystan coin, then at Kharl, before



dhrugging. “ Silver'ssiver.”
“Itis” Kharl agreed. “ Some things don't change. Lydiar, | think.”

“Better there than Hamor.” She amiled politely. “Do you know when
you leave?’

“Tomorrow.”
“You'l have good weather.” With another smile shewas gone.

Kharl spped the de, far better than any he could recall. Then, that
might have been because it had been so long since hed had good ale.
Ashetook asecond swallow, he thought over the servingwoman's
guestions. There was some sort of honest misunderstanding, he knew,
and it centered on the taff. Did she think he was a blackstaffer, being
sent out?

Jenevra had been young, but the woman hadn't seemed surprised at all.
Did that mean that the Brethren or whoever ruled Reduce could send
people out as blackstaffers at any age? He frowned. He should have
asked more questions of Trelyn, but he just hadn't thought of them.
Hed dways been like that, not fully understanding things until much
later, if then. That didn't seem to have changed. He took another sip of
thede, enjoyingit.

When the server returned with hismeal, set on anew-looking crockery
platter, accompanied by asmall basket of bread aswell, she dipped six
coppers onto the table.

“Thank you.” Kharl left two coppers on the table. He hadn't even
thought about coinage. He'd just discovered that silvers converted one
for one, but coppers? Who knew? He supposed Tarkyn or the captain
did, but he thought he ought to find out, before he ordered anything in
Lydiar or anyplace else. He wasn't so sure the Lydianswould be as
accommodeating as people in Reduce.



Asthe woman had promised, the fish was good-light and flaky under
the crisp golden batter, and the potatoes were rich and filling, the
pearapples a pleasing combination of tart and sweet. He left nothing-
except the coppers.

When he stood to leave, the server smiled from across the room. “Best
of fortune.”

“Thank you.”

Kharl didn't want to return to the ship, not immediately. So he kept
walking. In time, he came to asquare, except it wasn't asquare, but a

park, with trimmed hedges, and yellow and orange flowers, and stone
walks amid the green grass, grass that was trimmed short. The trees
were al evergreens, some of types Kharl had never seen. He stood on
the street Side of the black stone wall and watched astwo boysand a
girl played some sort of tag, with two adultslooking on from anearby
stone bench.

After atime, hewaked farther downhill toward the piers on the
western side of the harbor. He was curious, because even with the sun
about to set, and the light falling across the westernmost set of piers, a
sort of shadow lay across them. Kharl could not make out any of the
vessdls, athough he could see the ships at the other piersclearly, and
there were no cloudsin the sky.

When he neared the piers, he discovered severa things. Firg, the street
ended at ablack stonewall, with aguard post in front of the openiron
gate manned by two soldiers or marinesin black uniforms. Second, the
guards had wegponsin racks that had to berifles. He looked again.
No, they werent rifles, exactly, and their barrelswere far too large.
Third, he could see through the gate the late-day sunlight falling on the
piers, yet there was a darkness that blocked any view of the ships.

Kharl knew that there was at |east one vessdl there; he could dmost
senseits solidity, but no masts extended above the ten-cubit-high wall.



Heimmediately turned esst, because the cross street in front of the
piers also ended just to the west, with another black stonewall. He
could sense the guards watching him, and he did not look back until the
black wall ended-or rather made aright-angle turn harbor ward. He
walked on another fifty cubits before turning.

The way the walls were st, there was no way to see what might be
tied at the pier behind thewalls, but whatever wastied there did not
have maststhat extended very high.

The guards and the walls suggested that this section of the harbor held
the dreaded warships of Reduce, but if such warships were so
fearsome, why were they being hidden? Was there something about
them that the rulers of Reduce did not wish known? After amoment, he
shrugged and continued walking aong the edge of the harbor.

When hefindly returned to the ship, after looking at shops, vessels
from Hamor and Candar, aswell asfrom Nordlaand Austra, it was
wdl into evening.

Hetook the staff back down to the carpenter shop. For thefirst timein
days, Tarkyn wasn't there. Kharl replaced the staff in the bin and

headed back toward the forecastle. He dowed as he passed the
women's crew quarters, hearing voices ahead, then stopped just
outside the hatch.

“... tdl you... something strange about him....”
“...imaginingthings...”

“... wasntimagining... heéswalking down the street, and two of those
creepy typesin black... they greet him... like he's one of

'‘em

“So? Heworks hard. .. doesn't dack, and keeps his mouth shut...”



“...tdlyou... grange...”

“... worry too much, Asolf... you drank too much, too. Get some
shut-eye. ..

“...tdlyou...”
“Seepit off.”

Kharl waited quietly for atime before entering the forecastle. When he
did step in and begin to ready himsalf for deep, both Asolf and
whomever he had been talking to were adeep, aswere about haf the
crew-those that were aboard.

Kharl lay back on the thin mattress, thinking. How could he discover
how he might be more than just a cooper? By further reading of The
Basis of Order ? By looking more deeply into things?

After atime, he drifted into deep.

XLII

I s there a source-awe lspring-of order or of chaos? Can something
exist without a source? And if there be such, what isindeed the
wellspring of chaos? Or that of order? Thereisbut one, for chaos can
be said to be the wellspring of order, and order the wellspring of chaos.
These are so because, for so long asthereislife, neither chaos nor
order can exist by itsdf for long without the other.

Y et for so long as there have been peoples upon the face of the world,
there have been those who championed order over

chaos, or chaos over order. There have been those who denied the
power of one, or of both. All creaturesthat live are born, and birth is
thetriumph of life. All creatures, from the largest to the smdlest, are
brought low by deeth, and degth is the triumph of chaos.

If al thingsthat have been born were never to die, within generations



the very earth would befilled until none could move, and there would
not be enough sustenance for dl. If nothing were to be born, there
would be no towns or roads, no grasses upon the ground, no fishesin
the sea, and al would be desolation. ..

How can one say, then, that chaosis greater, or that order is?

-The Basis of Order

XLIV

After bregkfast, before he headed down to the carpenter shop once
more, Kharl glanced forward as he stood on the main deck, pitching
but dightly. In al directions, he could only see the gray-blue waters of
the Northern Ocean. Or they might be sailing the Gulf of Candar by
now. Held asked Furwyl, but thefirst said he wouldn't know if they
were actudly inthe Gulf until he took his noon sightings. The unseen
border between the two varied with every map, in any case, Furwyl
had pointed out.

Just another thing that he'd thought was more certain than it was, Kharl
reflected as he headed down to the carpenter shop. He stepped inside
to find Tarkyn working on his scrimshaw.

“| seethat gaff isdill inthebin,” offered the older man.

“I tried to give it back.” Kharl shrugged. “ The magister wouldn't take
it”

“Hesay why?’
“Hesaid it was mine now, and that | should take care of it.”
“Might see alittle use, if werre unlucky. Not likeit once was. Not like

twenty years ago, when there were pirates everywhere,“ mused
Tarkyn. ”Nowdays, only have to worry when you're close to shore
near Renklaar or Jera... maybe Biehl and Quend.”



“There were that many pirates?| thought Reduce had dways taken
care of them.”

“Not just Reduce. The white wizards of Fairven hated pirates aswell.
That one thing they agreed upon, and before the cataclysm, there were
few piratesindeed, and most of them did not last long. After the
cataclysm... then there were many.”

“ After thefdl of Fairven?’ asked Kharl. “1 didn't redize that wasa
cataclysm.”

“Aye, that it was.” Tarkyn set down the scrimshaw on the narrow
bench built into the bulkhead. “ Great waves swept out of the ocean and
smashed into the harbors. Wasn't awar fleet anywhere that survived,
not even the ships of Reduce. | heard tell that even the black iron of
their magesis not so strong now as then. Many of the steam engines
that once worked did no longer, and those that did had not the power
they once had...” The carpenter coughed and cleared histhroat. “My
grand-sire once said that the ships of Reduce were of black iron and
more than two hundred cubitsin length, and moved twice asfast asa
horse at full gallop. Now... they are swift, but not that swift, and little
more than hdf that in length.”

“They don't et people seethem in Nylan.”

“Don't let folk close anywhere. Still mighty ships. Saw onetake down a
Delapran pirate once. Like ashark half out of water she moved. Shells,
something that looked like acannon but wasn't. Couldn't have been haf
aglass before the pirate was sinking in flames from stem to stern. No...
onething a skipper doesn't want to do is offend Reduce. Even worse
than offending the Hamorians, for dl their shipsand guns. Upset the
blacks, and you won't have aship for long, that's certain. That'swhy
the pirates are few, and why they stay closeto shore. At times, makes
you wish for the old times, when there were dmost none.”



“Does anyone know what caused the cataclysm? Fairvenis... it was...
somewherein the middle of Candar. How could itsfal cause great
waves?’

Tarkyn laughed. “Folks have wondered that for years. Pride... that's
what it was. Ever since Cerryl the Great, the white mages got more and
more sure of themsalves. Cocky. Firgt, they took over Certis, and

Hydlen, and then Gallos. Before anyone knew it, they held all of
Candar east of the Westhorns." He snorted. ”Was that enough? No...
they started building a greet road through the Westhorns, so asthey
could march their white lancersright into Sarronnyn.”

Kharl hadn't heard that part of the story. “What happened?’

“Reduce sent some black mages. They were proud, too. Thought afew
troopers and magesd be more than enough to stop Fairven. They
weren't. The whites smashed 'em and the Tyrant of Sarronnyn. Whites
had all of Candar under their thumbs, except the Great Forest,

Deapra, and Southwind. Might have gotten them, too, except that
something happened.” Tarkyn smiled, asif inviting Kharl to ask.

“What?’

“Fairven fdl in asingle afternoon. No one knows how. Some say
mages from Reduce. The one-god bdieversclam their god leveled it
with thunderbolts. Others say the very earth revolted. Onething's sure.
Something melted most of the buildings-and they were sone-like they
werewax in afurnace. Nothing grows there, and anyone who goes
there these days doesn't come back. Some of the hilltops are like black
glass. Heard of afellow who climbed one. Days later, hishair fell out,
got sores dl over. Two eightdays later he was dead.”

“I ill don't see how that caused great wavesin the oceans.”

“Who knows? One thing certain though. The land moved. Some of the
roads-the old stoneroads... in places, they're just split. Other places,



the mountainsfdl on them, buried 'em and anyone who wastraveling
‘emthem.”

Kharl shook hishead. “It's till hard to believe. They ruled forever, and
then, in one day, they were gone.”

“Likeamighty ship onthe ocean,” said Tarkyn. “ Proud, with sails
billowing, engine pourin’ out smoke. No one checksthe hull.
Ship-worms... can't see 'em until it'stoo late. A storm, and the hull
givesin, and the ship sinks, just likethat. Lands are like ships. Don't
seethewormstill it'stoo late.” The carpenter glanced a the lathe. “We
could use another top gaff.”

Kharl nodded. “ Spruce?’
“Y ou don't want oak that high...”

Kharl stepped toward the overhead wood bin, but he was till thinking
about lands being like shipswith shipworms. Was Nordlalike that? Or
Reduce? How would you ever know... until it wastoo late?

XLV

Another day passed before the Seastag sailed into the Great North
Bay of Lydiar, barely past dawn. The bay wasfar larger than the
harbor a Nylan or a Brysta. That was clear from the moment the
Seastag passed through the straits formed by the two peninsulas of
dark rock separated by more than thirty kays of water. Kharl had to
take the second's word that the second peninsulawas there, some
twenty kays north. Once past the straits, there was no other sign of
land, just gray water sparkling in the sunlight.

It took most of the day before the Seastag neared the city of Lydiar,
on the southwestern end of the bay. Only then, in late afternoon and
perhaps five kays offshore, did Hagen order the sailsfurled and the
enginefired up. A pilot boat appeared as the ship neared the outermost
pier, off-loading apilot who climbed aboard and up to the poop



without aword to anyone.

Asthe pilot directed the Seastag toward one of the longer and sturdier
piers near the northern edge of the hodgepodge of wharfsand piers,
Kharl stood with the deck crew on the main deck. He watched,
because the only thing Bemyr ever used him for was on the capstan or
the winch. That was doubtless wise, because Kharl didn't know that
much about other deck duties.

“Tento port!” ordered the pilot, his voice carrying with the wind to the
main deck.

The thwupping of the paddle wheels dowed as the ship neared the
northernmost pier.

Most of the city was set on alow plateau above the bay, but there
were buildings and dwellings on the dope that led down to the water.
Lydiar had clearly grown haphazardly over the years, because Kharl
couldn't make out asingle straight street of any length, and the roofs
and wallswereof al of different colors, but worn and muted, and dl

beginningto gray.

“Seethat pile of grayish white rock on the middle of the hillside
there, sraight back? Right overlooking the harbor?* asked Bemyr.
“It lookslike it was once something,” Kharl replied.

“Aye. It was. Used to be the stronghold of the Duke of Lydiar, more'n
eight hundred years back. Maybe longer. Say that the mage Credin-
supposedly founded Reduce-he destroyed it in an afternoon with
lightningsfrom the sky.”

Did the mages from Reduce like afternoons? Or was that just the way
the stories came down?*“ They never rebuilt it?’

“Nope. Wondered that myself. Maybe 'cause it was built by wizards
and destroyed by other wizards. Wizards, they're the wellpring of



chaos”
“There hasn't been anything like that lately, hasthere?’

“Not sincethefall of Fairven, leestwise.” The bosun stepped away,
moving toward the first mate, who had beckoned to Bemyr.

Kharl looked back at the harbor. There appeared to be more piers at
Lydiar than at Nylan, but that might have been because, compared to
the spareness and order of the harbor at Nylan, Lydiar was haphazard
and disorganized, with piers of all sizes and shapesjutting out from land
in no recognizable order, neither by length, nor width, nor depth of
water. All the pierswere of grayed timber, but some were of heavy
congtruction, with massive circular posts and bollards, and others
looked so spindly that they could well fal to the next storm. Next to the
goindly pierswere smdler vessals, skiffs, fishing craft, and some that
Kharl could not identify. The larger piers held oceangoing vessels and
coasters, severd of them doop-rigged and without stacks.

The Seastag dowed to little more than headway as it turned starboard
into the second large pier, one for oceangoing vessalsthat held but one
other vessdl, on thefar side.

Shortly, lineswent out.

“Crew one! Taketheforward line,” ordered Bemyr. “Crew two... you
got thegernline”

Oncethe lineswere around the bollards, the paddle whed'sdowed to a
hat. Kharl wasthelast maninthefirst crew asthey reded intheline,
walking the ship into the pier and snug againgt the fenders.

“Double up, and make those linestight!” ordered Furwyl from the front
of the poop deck.

The shrillness of the bosun'swhistle cut through the low voices of the
deckhands.



“Deck crew to theforemast!” called Bemyr.
Kharl followed the others, standing at the rear of the group.

“No unloading tonight. We got in too late, and their crews are already
off,” Bemyr added. “No shore leave until tomorrow. Not until we've
off-loaded. Well start early.”

A series of groans swept across the deck crew.

“No duties tonight, except sentries on the lines and gangway,” Bemyr
added.

Kharl waited as most of the othersin the deck gang dipped away.
“Didn't bother you, did it?’ asked Reid. “Why not?’

“I don't have anyoneto see, and little coin to spend.” That wastrue
enough, athough Kharl dso had little desire, not after Charee's death.

“And you're not interested in women?’

“Not in those likely to be interested in meright now,” Kharl replied
wryly.

Reid laughed. “Tell you've been around.”
Not as much as he should have been, Kharl reflected.

XLVI

The second day in Lydiar, Bemyr put Kharl in the first shore leave
section. The cooper stepped off the gangway in late afternoon, under a
clear ky, dthough achill fal wind blew out of the northeast off the
Great North Bay. Bemyr had admonished the entire leave section to be
back by midnight-when the curfew bell rang.

Once more, Kharl waited and |et the others pour off the ship and along



the pier toward lower Lydiar, past the Sligan merchanter tied on the
opposite side of the pier and inshore of the Seastag. Then, wearing his
heavier tunic, he stepped off, with anod to the quarterdeck watch. He
took ddliberate steps aong the pier. He had decided against taking the
gaff into Lydiar. Therewaslittle sensein being identified asa
blackstaffer from Reduce, and he hoped to avoid areas of the town
where he might need the staff-or any weapon.

Thetimbers of the pier were thick enough, but the wood was grayish,

with barely atrace of brown remaining, showing that it had been years
gncethe pier had been built or subgtantially repaired. Even from
looking at Lydiar from the ship, Kharl had gained the impression that
most of Lydiar could have used some repair. As he walked off the end
of the pier and onto the first waterfront street, Kharl studied the
warehouses facing the harbor. One was clearly vacant, with the doors
and windows removed. Another had the windows on the upper level
boarded up. None looked to have been recently stained or painted.

Kharl turned uphill, passing a chandlery less than fifty rods up the Street
from the piers. The narrow porch was bowed, and the roof above the
porch sagged. The shutters were pedling, and the small windows were
splattered with salt and grime. Kharl kept walking, past atavern- the
Red Keg-where held seen severa of the deck crew enter. Just beyond
the tavern was afuller's, but so dingy that Kharl wouldn't have wanted
anything cleaned there.

Two youths glanced from the alley acrossthe street at Kharl, taking in
his size, then disappearing into the shadows. Kharl snorted and kept
walking, his eyes and sensesdert, but he neither sensed nor saw the
youths returning.

The sireet was paved with a combination of older granite blocks and
newer red sandstone replacements. At the end of the block on which
the tavern sat, the main street crossed a narrow lane before curving to
the right and ascending more steeply past narrow two-story dwellings



with sharply pitched roofs. Kharl kept walking, until he reached the top
of the hill-and found that he hadn't climbed a hill at dl, but more of a
gentle bluff, because to the west the land neither rose nor fell that much.
Perhaps half a kay west was an ancient stone wall that |ooked to mark
the western edge of the city.

On Kharl'sright, the area that comprised the edge of the hill or bluff
was open ground, rocky, and intermittently grassy, asirip perhapsten
rodsin width that ran from the edge of the avenue to where the bl uff
steepened, then dropped downhill to the meaner dwellings on the
hillsde below. To hisleft, were modest dwellings, dthough severa with
more pretension had low hedgesto separate their grounds from the
dreet.

Kharl turned southeast, following the wide avenue at the edge of the
bluff. Within twenty rods, the houses had become noticeably larger and
grander, and congtructed of solid gray granite, with grayish tile roofs.
Each had agray sonewadl beforeit, dightly more than shoulder high,

with iron grille fencing above the sonework. Behind each wall wasan
enclosed space, some with lawns, and otherswith formal gardens. The
shutters on the grander dwellings were more freshly painted, and in
such shades as blue, dark green, or maroon.

A carriage passed Kharl, followed by another, and aman on
horseback, wearing a deep blue jacket. A small wagon rumbled down
the granite-paved avenue, coming toward the cooper, but the driver
scarcely glanced in Kharl's direction. The housemaid on the side porch
of one of the houses looked in Kharl's direction, then quickly away.

After haf akay, the houses ended, suddenly, as did the avenue,
athough a sde Street led back westward, away from the bluff edge.
Directly before Kharl was an unkempt mass of undergrowth extending
agoad fifty cubits. Beyond * hat was amass of tumbled white stone.
Kharl redlized that he stood at the edge of the former hold of the Dukes
of Lydiar.



Following anarrow path, Kharl made hisway through the
undergrowth. The bushes and twisted high grass ended, abruptly.
Nothing grew past a point five cubits from Kharl's boots until
somewhere on the farther southern side of the ruins. He could sense
why nothing grew there, for the rocky soil looked and felt dead. It did
not look evil or menacing, but it was... empty. He could sense neither
order nor chaos, just afedling of great age. One of the white stones
was agood five cubits long and half that in height and width. It had
been cut, asif by amighty knife, into two pieces, one twice the sze of
the other. Another sone dtill bore theimprint of alightning bolt,
black-etched into the white stone. Amid the larger stoneswere
fragments of columns, and roof tiles, asif the entire structure had been
smashed and the remnants tossed and stirred.

After atime, Kharl retraced his steps back to the avenue and followed
the Sde street, then another avenue, making hisway around the ruins,
until he came to another street that led downward toward lower Lydiar.

Lessthan ahundred cubits down from the edge of the bluff, on the
right-hand side of the street, behind a narrow garden surrounded by a
knee-high wall, twin lamps beckoned from each side of the doorway of
an establishment that billed itself asacafe. Kharl paused and looked
over the building, then stepped forward. It felt more orderly than any he
had seen in Lydiar, and the mixed aromas of food smelled inviting,
tinged with seasonings he did not recognize.

A menu was chaked on date beside the door. It took him severa
moments to decipher the meanings, and the prices, before he opened
the door and stepped insde. He could certainly use amed other than
shipboard cooking, even if the priceswere higher than in more modest
places.

A dender older woman greeted him. “We only serve ale and wine with
mesals.” Her voice was polite, level, and carried atone of dight
amusement.



“I waslooking for agood medl, not for drinks.” He paused. “ Brystan
slver good here?’

“We take anyone's coins, so long asthey're not clipped.” She turned,
gesturing for him to follow her to a square table set beside abrick wall.
There were two chairs, unpadded, but with arms. Kharl took the one
that let him survey the rest of the cafe, a space no more than ten cubits
wide and twenty long, with but eleven tables of various sizes. Only
three of them were occupied, one with a couple, asecond large circular
table with afamily of five around it, and athird with two meninthe
corner.

“You'renot local.”

“No. I'maship's carpenter.”

“How'd you get up here?’

“I waked, past the large houses and the ruins...”
“Most sailorsdon't get out of lower Lydiar.”
“I'm not mogt sallors,” hereplied with asmile.

“Did you seethebill of fare outsde? | can tell you what'sonit, if you'd
like”

“I think | got most of it,” Kharl replied, “except for the langogtinos.
What arethey?’

“Y ou're definitely not mogt sailors” Thewoman smiled. “They'rea
Lydian lobgter, with only onelarge claw. Very tasty.”

“Which is better-the langostinos or the burhka with the black
mushrooms?’

The server cocked her head to the side. “ That's ahard one to answer.
The burhka's very spicy, very hot to the taste, but rich, and the



mushrooms are & their peak. The langostinos are more delicate in
taste, but very filling.”

“I'll try the langostinas, and whatever de or lager you think will go best
with them.”

“The lager's better; the red e would overpower them.”
Kharl smiled. “Thank you.”

She | eft the table and dipped through anarrow archway, returning
amos immediately with alarge glass mug, filled to the top with apae
liquid, which she set onthetable. “1 hopeyou likeit.”

“I'msurel will.” Kharl took asip, wondering, but after swallowing that
smdl amount, found himsdf nodding. Thelager was excdlent, witha
smooth bite that wasn't in the dightest bitter. He had the feding that he
might regret the evening, if only because he clearly couldn't afford to eat
and drink such fare often-if ever again.

He put that thought behind him as he took another sip of the lager and
looked toward the doorway, where atall man had appeared. The
hostess greeted him, and the two exchanged words that Kharl strained
to hear, “...well befull inabit...”

“... don't look that crowded...”
“... haveanumber of people cominginwithintheglass...”
“... couldnt fit usin?’

“... sorry, butit just isn't possible. The chef had promised...” Thetall
man scowled, then turned and |eft. Therewas... something... about the
man, but he departed so suddenly that Kharl couldn't exactly figure out
what it might have been.

Kharl took adightly larger swalow of the lager, enjoying the taste, and
the warmth of the cafe, fedling more relaxed than he had in days.



Beforelong, or so it seemed, the server returned with alarge platter, on
which were the langogtinos, steamed in their shells, with adark brown
rice, and abutter cream sauce, and asmall, crusty, freshly baked loaf
of white bread. “ There you are.”

“It looks and smells good. Should | pay now?’ Kharl asked
gpologeticaly.

“Y ou can pay when you leave. That's our way. If you honestly don't
like thefood, you don't pay.”

“You'revery trusting.” Shelaughed. “Were not trusting at dl.” Kharl
understood, abruptly. “The man at the door?’

“Hewouldn't have been happy here, and it wouldn't have been good
for himor us. Can | get you anything ese?
“No. Thislooks like more than enough.”

“Let meknow if you need anything.” She dipped away from Kharl and
moved to the table with the family.

For amoment, Kharl just reflected. Somehow, the woman knew who
could be trusted and who would enjoy the place, and just didn't et
othersin. Her remark about not being trusting at all suggested that there
were other defenses, but he didn't see any. With a shrug, he began to
edt.

He ate every morsdl, and finished the lager down to the last drop.

“Youlikedit, | see.” The server smiled broadly as she appeared at his
table.

“The best med I've eaten inyears,” Kharl confessed.

“Thank you. I'll tell Hasif. Helikes it when people appreciate his
cooking.” Thewoman smiled. “Y ou're welcome here anytime.”



“Thank you.” Kharl put asilver and acopper on thetable. “I enjoyed
it. Greetly.”

“That's good to hear.”

Kharl rose and made hisway from the cafe, still smiling. The meal and
the lager had cost eight coppers and, with the three coppers he left for
the server, had been almost twice what he'd paid in Reduce, and hed
thought that high. Then, he had to admit, what he'd just esten was
without a doubt the best food held ever put in his mouth.

He walked from the cafe and out into the darkness, athough it seemed
more like twilight to him, for some reason. He turned and noted the Sign
onthefar sdefor thefirst time-Travelers Rest Inn and Cafe. A
peaceful place, he decided, and very ordered and restful. As he walked
downhill through the dark streets of lower Lydiar, he kept his eyes and
ears open, but he'd either picked a good street, or brigands and thieves
had decided the night was not for them.

About hdf the shore leave section had returned when Kharl finally
made hisway back aboard the Seastag. He was undressing and
folding histunic when Argan waked dowly through the hatch, clearly
trying to control each step. An overpowering floral scent clung to him,
amog sickening to Kharl.

“Whered you go?’ asked Argan.
“Walked around, got something to eat, walked back.”
“Nogirls?No de?’

“Lager and no girls,” Kharl replied with asmile. “Half's better than
none,” mumbled Argan, turning toward his own bunk.

Kharl smiled faintly. Those kinds of girls he didn't need. For some
reason, the images of Sanyle-and then of Jekat, or Jeka-crossed his
mind. He shook his head. He wastoo old for them, but he hoped they



weredoing well.

He dipped into hisbunk and into deep.

XLVII

The next day Kharl was hard a work on deck duties, replacing
weakened postsin the starboard quarter railing of the Seastag, before
smoothing, then varnishing it. He had finished the job and been released
for the day a glass before supper.

Hed thought about the ruins hed seen the day before, with the massive
stone blocks clearly split in two and | eft to weather for ages. It did not
appear the site had ever been quarried for stones, but perhaps the
abundance of timber to the north dong the low hillslining the Greet
North Bay had made usng wood more attractive. Certainly, except for
the larger dwellings at thetop of the bluff, dmogt dl the dwellingsand
buildingsin Lydiar were of wood, and most looked to be decades old,
if not older. While he had not felt any of the whiteness he had with the
wizard in Brysta, the dead feding of the soil told him that some greet
wizardry had to have been involved. Nothing grew around the ruins
gtill. That might have been the reason why no one had tried to quarry
them. Perhapsin ages past people had tried and suffered, even died,
but that was something about which Kharl could only

guess.

Since he dill had close to aglass before supper, he dipped The Basis
of Order from hispack in hisbin and carried it with him up onto the
deck. He found a space beside the railing where the late and fading
light from the setting sun illuminated the pages and began to read, not
redly trying to puzzle out each phrase, but just Ietting the words flow
over and through him.

“What are you reading?’



Kharl glanced up to find the third mate-Rhylla-|ooking down at

him. “It'sabook on order and chaos, ser. Someone left it to me, back
inBryga”

“Not many sailors-or coopers-read,” observed Rhylla
“1 suppose not.”

“Furwyl said you logt everything to the tariff farmer. Why did he do
that?’ Rhyllas voice expressed mild concern.

“Because | stopped Lord West's son from having hisway with a
neighbor girl.”

“Aye. That would doit.” Rhyllasnorted. “What happened to the girl?”’
“He had her father murdered. Her mother died years ago.”

“So they killed the father and ran you of f?”

Kharl nodded.

“Youlook likeit wasn't that smple.”

Kharl laughed, hdf-bitterly. “They hung my consort because she
couldn't prove she didn't do something. My eldest son |eft Brystaasa
carpenter's ass stant on a ship; my youngest left to live with my
consort'ssigter. The tax farmer demanded twelve golds...”

“Twelve... golds?’

“Twelve. | got off with amerethirty lashes, and the desths of my
consort and neighbor.”

“Thirty-and you gtill can wak?’

“| didn't for awhile”



“I can see why you wanted to leave Brysta. Y ou think thingsl| be better
esawhere?’

“Things? No. | figure that people are the same everywhere. But | won't
have alord's son looking to do mein elsewhere.”

Rhyllanodded. “Good folk and bastards everywhere. Trick isto keep
to the good ones and avoid the others.”

“Sometimesthat'shard,” Kharl pointed out.
“These days... harder. One reason why I'm staying here asathird.”
“Y ou could be asecond on another ship?’

“Been offered twice. Pay'd be better, but the crew shareld be smaller,
and I'd end up drinking al the extra coinsto forget. Hagen's agood
captain. Too few like him. Y ou know that he owns other ships, but il
sdlsascaptan?’

“No.” It didn't surprise Kharl. Hagen was good, and he couldn't
imagine the captain Stting in a countinghouse or amansion and being
happy. He didn't know why he thought that, but he did.

“You hid out waitin' for him, didn't you?” Kharl smiled ruefully.

“Smartest thing you couldadone.” Rhyllanodded. “Need to check n
the duty sentries.” She stepped away.

Kharl looked down at the page open before him.

... each thing under the sun, be it aman or amachine, acreature or an
object created, is unique, no matter how closdly it resembles another,
and yet dl these unique things are created from the sameness of order
and chaos, and dl that isunique isthe manner in which order and chaos
aretwigted into the unique formsthat we are and that surround us...

He thought about the wordsfor atime... for alongtime... until the bell



rang for supper, and he dipped the book inside his tunic and went
bel ow to the long narrow mess.

After eating, he went back on deck to think, and to watch the stars
appear in the night sky, brightening asthe sky darkened. Intime, he
returned to the crew quarters.

As he undressed and dipped into his bunk, he hoped he could deep
soundly. He did-except for the time when Reld staggered back into the
forecadtle, clearly drunk, and mumbled incoherently before collgpsing
into hisown bunk.

Kharl sghed and went back to deep.

XLV

JSJarl had already washed up and trimmed his beard, and was getting
ready to head to the mess for what passed for bregkfast, when Bemyr's
whigtle shrilled through the forecastle, announcing that breskfast was
ready. Another whistle would cal the in-port morning muster, where
additiona duties might be assigned.

“Frig...” mumbled Reid, turning and sitting on the edge of hisbunk,
legsdangling ashe held hishead in hishands.

“Toomuch de” cdled Argan.
Behind them, Wylat just grinned.

Reid dumped to hisfeet and began to pull out clothesfrom hishin,
where he had tossed them the night before. He straightened abruptly.
“Know | was ale-decked,” he mumbled, “but not enough to lose every
copper inmy wallet.”

“Y ou had some when you came back aboard?’ asked Kharl. Reid
nodded, then turned to Hodd. “'Y ou know what happened to my coin?’

Hodal looked up at thetaller man. “No. Y ou think I'm that stupid?’



Kharl could sense that Hodd wastelling the truth. The cooper
glanced around the forecastle, taking in the sallors ill in their bunks.
Some were adeep, others pretending to be so.

“What about you, Kawelt?’ asked Reid, stepping forward toward
the next bunk.

“Liketo take anything you have, Reid. Didn't.”

Kharl could seefsensejust atouch of the strange whiteness that no one
€l se seemed to notice around the third upper bunk-the one holding
Asolf. Kharl eased toward it, nodding to Reid.

Reid stepped toward Asolf. “Why did you empty my wallet, Asolf?’

The broad-faced sailor cocked his head. “Y ou're one to be making
charges. Y ou couldn't have seen the sun if it had risen right in front of
you.” He eased out of hisbunk without looking at Reid. He dready
wore trousers, but not deck shoes.

“I just asked if you emptied my wallet.”
“Why would | do that?’

Kharl looked at the younger man. “Y ou don't want to answer the
question, and usually people who don't want to answer have areason
they don't want to.”

“Carpenter... it'snot your busness.”

“Theft inthefo'c'sleis everyone's business,” snapped Bemyr from the
hatchway. “ Y esor no?’

“No,” replied Asolf.

“That'salie” Kharl said without thinking.



Asolf drove right toward the cooper. Kharl stepped aside and, as he
did, one-handedly flung Asolf to the deck. The deckhand lay therefor
amoment, then started to gather hisfeet under him. Kharl wondered if
the

salor had aknife or amarlinespike. His own fingerstightened about the
carpenter's hammer in his belt.

“Y ou move, and you're off the ship in the clothes on your back,”
Bemyr stated coldly.

Asolf froze.

“I think I'll take alook in Asolf'shin,” Bemyr said, moving forward.
“Yeah... | took al three coppersin hiswallet,” Asolf said tiredly.

“I'm sure you did, and I'm sure you took more than that,” Bemyr said.
“Youand | aregoing to talk to the captain. Get up.”

Asolf dowly rose, glaring a Kharl. “Friggin’ haf mage”

“Didnt take no mage to figure out you were hiding something,”

Reid sad.

“Even| could figureit out,” added Bemyr. “Let'sgo.”

After thetwo left the forecastle Reid looked at Kharl. “ Thanks.
Always thought he was snitching coppers here and there. Never could
gethim.*

“Y ou seemed to know who it was,” Kharl said.

“Knew for awhile, but he's mean.” Reid shook his head. “Y ou took
him down so quick.”



“Just luck,” Kharl lied. He'd sensed that Asolf would attack, and hed
been ready. Since he was half a head taler, broader, stronger, and
ready, the thieving sailor hadn't had achance.

“Takethat kind of luck any day.”

“Sowill 1,” replied Kharl with alaugh. Asheleft and headed for the
mess, Kharl wondered why Asolf had caled him ahalf mage. Because
the sail or was touched with chaos and had redlized Kharl could sense
it? Or just to get Kharl distrusted by the other sailors?

Breakfast in port wasn't bad-there was hot bread and an egg mush with
scraps of mesat. Kharl took hisbowl and sat at one end of the narrow
table, scooping up the mush with acrust of the rye bread, listening as
others entered the mess.

“... the bosun and the captain threw Asolf off... caught him stealing
coppers, bosun did...”

“... few mornswoke up thinking | shouldahad morein my wallet. ..
now | know...”

“...gmat... only took afew...”
“Not smart enough.”
Kharl finished and left the mess.

Immediately after muster, and before reporting to the carpenter shop,
Kharl made hisway to the bow, on the port side, the sde where he
could look out northward over the Great North Bay. He leaned on the
railling, thinking. Hed been lucky that most of the crew had aready
suspected Asolf, but held come closeto giving himself away. He
frowned. What exactly was he afraid of ? That somehow he was ableto
sense chaos and when peopletold lies? Or that people would think he
was amage, when he scarcely knew anything about it?

He'd ways had afed for wood, and often Vetrad had complained



when Kharl had refused certain lengths of wood, but the oneshed
refused hadn't felt right, and held seldom ever found himsalf with bad
billetsin the cooperage. Idly, thinking about the wood, he looked down
at the solid oak hull, angling toward the gray water of the bay.

He frowned. About ten cubits aft of where he stood, just above the
waterline, on the port side, he could sense an overtone of white.

“What areyou looking at?’

Kharl straightened at Hagen's question. “ Ser, | mean, captain. | think
there's something wrong with the hull, the wood, that is, down there,
right a the waterline.”

“Wall... you think so, and you go down on abosun's chair and look
red close” Hagen gestured.

Furwyl appeared.

“Bosun'schair,” Hagen said. “Kharl'sworried about the hull down
there. Liketo have him take alook. Can't leave until tomorrow

ayway.”
“Those are new planks and timbers...”
“Can't hurt to have him look.”

Kharl dmost wished held said nothing, but he remained slent until
Hodal appeared with the rope-dung chair. The two of them attached
the ropes and pulleys, then swung the chair over therailing. There
Kharl climbed into the chair and was lowered.

The chair stopped two or three cubitstoo high.
“A littlelower,” Kharl called.
The chair lurched down.

“That'sgood.”



Up close, Kharl could fed that the damage was worse than he'd
thought, athough the hull looked normal. An entire patch of hull going

at least three cubits below the waterline was rotten-or something likeit.
He touched the wood and could fed some give.

“Wel?" Furwyl caled down.

“Y ou got awhole section of hull here. | could drive amaul throughit.”
Furwyl laughed. “ That section'sonly ayear old. Come on up.”
“It'srotten.”

“Can't be. It's new oak.”

Kharl took the hammer from his belt. “Watch.”

“Begladto.”

The carpenter who'd been a cooper took one swing, and buried the
hammer in the wood just above the waterline. Splinters and chunks of
rotten wood flew. Kharl pulled away afist-szed chunk, holdingitin his
left hand. “Pull me up. Y ou can seefor yoursdlf.”

Furwyl's mouth hung open.

Then the first mate and Hoda pulled up the chair, and Kharl scrambled
out, handing the chunk of oak to Furwyl.

Furwyl looked at the wood, taking in the strawlike pardld tubesin the
fragment. “ Shipworms. .. frigging shipworms. That Jeran swine... paid
for coppered wood...” He looked up. “Captain!”

Hagen reappeared.
“Carpenter'sright. Shipworms. Bet dl those timbers we replaced in
Biehl are no good.”



Hagen'sjaw tightened.

“I'm sorry, ser,” Kharl said. “I don't claim to know ships... but | know
something about wood...”

“Not your fault, man.” Hagen shook hishead. “We hit abad blow...
might losethe ship.”

“Leavethe chair there,” Furwyl said.

Kharl stepped aside, diding down therailing asthe two officerstalked
inlow voices.

“... not the best place to refit and retimber.....”

“... put that hammer through that like rotten cheese...”

“... any kind of sorm... go down by the heed... quicker 'nalead
bard..."

Kharl looked out across the harbor, not realy seeing anything. What
had happened to him? He'd known wood, and once he'd touched the
hull, hed known it was weak, but he'd never before been ableto see or
sense something like that from ten cubits away before.

XLIX

Thesingledry dock at Lydiar was old, and the steam engine that
powered the pump groaned and wheezed as the water gushed in surges
over the sonewalls of the dock and out into the harbor until the
Seastag rested on the wide kedl blocks. The crew had already moved
the cargo in the forward hold, and much of it was under tarpaulinson
the aft section of the main deck.

Kharl-till swesating from that effort-stood on the sonerim of the only
dry dock in Lydiar, with Tarkyn beside him, looking down at the
exposed hull.



“Hamorian merchants soak their planksin copper solution,” Tarkyn
sad. “Then they sheathe the hull in thin copper plates. Costs moreto
begin with, but they claim that it's cheaper over thelife of the vessd.
'Course their warships are iron-hulled steamers. Don't worry about
worms with those, but cost of cod will kill atrader...”

“Lot of thingsarelikethat,” replied Kharl. “Most folks want things
cheagp asthey can get them. Cooperage was like that. Good tight white
0ak cooperage costs two coppers more abarrd, four if it's something
as big asahogshead, but agood barrel'll outlast a poor one by half
again aslong.” He shrugged. “For somefolks... makes no difference,
but for mogt... after five yearsthey'll spend slvers, sometimes even
golds, more for what they thought they'd saved...” He cleared his
throat. “Isthere any way the captain can get recompense from the
Jaran?’

“Not so as!'d know.” Tarkyn laughed. “Revenge, though. That he can
get. Just tell every master he meets. In afew years, noned be dealing
with the Jeran. Folksforget that there's abaanceto life. Things come
back. Not so asthe black onesin Reduce say, dways prating on about
the Balance, but in life. Do aman good, and most will return good. Do
amanill, and few will forget.”

“Too bad that doesn't apply to rulers,” mused Kharl.

“It does, cooper. We just don't seeit. The white wizards of Fair-ven...
they got too mighty and proud. Where are they now? Whole

city'saruin. Nothingll ever live there again. The Prefect of Gallos-he's
got more problems than alathe has shavings. Most 'cause he treats dl
but afew like serfs.” Tarkyn gestured back toward Lydiar. " Lydiar
goesthrough rulerslike...” Tarkyn stopped to grope for a comparison,
then looked at Kharl.

“| suppose 0. It just hasn't happened where I've seen it.”

“It happens. Trust me.” Tarkyn cleared histhroat again. “Friggin' frog.



Get older, and you spend more time clearing your throat than talkin'.
Then, could be, gettin' paid back for talkin' too much when you're
young. Anyway... you see the captain? He doesright well. Know
why?'Cause he treats his crews right. Makes sure his captains on the
other ships do, too. Word gets around.”

Kharl recdled the third mate talking about staying as athird rather than
becoming a second on another ship. “I had that feding, even when |
was a cooper.”

“'Course, sometimes afdlow's got to help matters along. Got to stand
up and do the right thing, not wait for othersto do it. Captain'slike that.
When hefound out that fellow been lifting coppers, he booted him off
just like that, and he took his crew share, divided it anong the hands
who lost coins.” Tarkyn laughed. “ Some probably said they lost a
copper or two more 'n they did, and some probably lost some they
didn't recdll, but alot of skippers, they'd just pocket that share. Not the

captain.”

Kharl glanced down into the dry dock, where water still swirled around
the lower sections of the ked, although the water level continued to
drop, revedling greenish moss on the lower stones of the dry dock
walls. “He dways dedt with mefairly when he bought cooperage.”

“Y ou gave him the best, I'd wager, because he did.” Kharl had given
everyone the best, but he merely answered, “1 did.”

“Sooner or later, what you do comes back,” Tarkyn declared. Kharl
gtill had to wonder whether that was truly so. No one had avenged
Charee's death, nor had any good come from it that he could see.
While he had managed to help Jekaalittle, no one had done anything
about Lord West's corrupt tariff farmersin either Saganaor Brysta
Tyrbel's death and that of Jenevra had both occurred, and nothing had
happened to Egen. Then, Kharl reflected, he had killed Tyrbd's
assassin, who had probably been the one who had killed Jenevra
Stll... nothing had happened to redress the balance with Lord West



and his sons, and Kharl had seen nothing to make him believe that it
would.

L

Even with the Lydian shipwright's workforce, the crew of the Seastag,
and the wood-handling skills of Kharl and Tarkyn, it took amost an
eightday to replace the worm-damaged hull sections. The actua
woodwork had only taken about athird of that time, but the caulking
and the finish work, and then the tridsin the Grest North Bay, and the
second round of caulking and ensuring that the hull was both sound and
watertight, accounted for the mgjority of the repair time.

Hagen had not wasted that time, but had the crew work on other

repairs that would not have been enough to warrant adry docking. The
rudder was cleaned and repaired, as were several paddle whedl

spokes, and dl the fittings and piping in the steam engine were checked
and cleaned-as well as other smal repairsthat Kharl could not have
explained. More coa was brought on board, and the bunkers refilled.

Kharl was kept busy with the hull work, and, a the end, with refitting
the interior timbers and braces againgt the new hull. Hagen personadly
inspected every bit of work that affected the seaworthiness of the ship.
The Seastag findly left Lydiar on athreeday.

Early afternoon on sixday found Kharl on the foredeck, just aft of the
bowsprit, taking abreak from the lathe. The wind waslight, barely
enough to puff out the sails, under a bright and cloudless sky that made
the day seem warmer than it was. The swellswerelittle morethan a
cubit and ahdf from trough to crest, and so long and flat that there was
amost no foam at al, making the water look even darker.

Kharl stretched, then glanced to starboard, quickly taking in the
headlands to the west and a pair of small idands, possibly asclose as
three kays away. He turned and looked off to port, out toward the
seemingly endless Eastern Ocean. He frowned, seeing in the distance a



gpeck of darkness. At firgt, he thought it might be the kind of darkness
that he'd first seenin Nylan, but it resolved itsdf into alow black shape
agood four kays east. The black ship cut through the choppy waters,
moving

swiftly northward, first passing abreast of the southward-bound Seastag
, and then swiftly vanishing.

Kharl shook his head, till not certain he'd seen the ship.
“Yousaw it dl right,” said Rhylla, from hisright. “Movefast, don't
they?"

“That was one of the black warships?’

The third nodded. “Wish it had been headed south, instead ob back to
Nylan. Do us more good, specidly with the wind so light.” She turned
and crossed the main deck.

Musing on her words, Kharl started back down to the carpenter's
shop.

“Long for ashort break,” Tarkyn said, stepping away from the lathe.
“I'm sorry. | saw one of the black ships. | couldn't believe how fast it

was*
“Y ou mark its heading?’

“It was headed north, maybe northeast. Third said it was going back to
Nylan.” Kharl stepped up to the lathe and readjusted the foot pedd for
his longer legs, then took the shaping chisdl, studying the section of oak
that would become a rough-shaped spare railing support. .

“Captain better think about powering up theengine,” Tarkyn sad.
Kharl looked up from the lathe, lifting the chisdl.



“We've barely got headway. Were heavy-laden, 'bout as heavy as
well be, 'cause we've got copper for the druids. That'swhat the first
sid”

Kharl didn't understand.

“We're south of Renklaar, short of Pyrdya, and we're close to shore
‘cause the trades blow north farther offshore.”

The carpenter's explanation till didn't make any more senseto Kharl.

“Pirates,” the carpenter findly said. “Got to worry about 'em till were
well south of here, past Worrak, for sure.”

“But Reduce... | mean, we're about as close as we can be to Reduce.”

“That'sthe problem. All sorts of ships port at Nylan, with rich cargoes.
They come through these waters. All sorts of idets and marshes off the
mouth of the Ohyde. Hide afleet there, if you wanted. Reduce doesn't
have too many of those black ships. Can't be everywhere.”

“Y ou think pirateswould come after us?’

“They'll come after anything they think they can capture. We had wind,
with the engine, be ahard chase for them.”

Kharl sniffed theair. “ Something's burning.”

“Good. Captain'slighting off the engine. Doesn't liketo. Cod's not
cheap, but losing aship to pirates makes coa cheap at twice the price.”

Kharl continued to work the lathe, and neither man spoke until Kharl
finished theturning.

“Best you rack that and clean the lathe, stow the brackets and clamps.”

Kharl nodded. After putting the railing support in the overhead rack
used for partly finished work, he swept up the shavings and sawdust
into the flat scoop and emptied them into the burn box. Then camethe



rags, and findly the oil to coat dl the exposed metd.
“Good,” grunted Tarkyn.

Somewhere, Kharl could hear the hissing of steam as pressure built up
inthe boiler aft of the carpenter shop. A dow rumbling echoed through
the ship, followed by aregular thumping, and then the deliberate
thwup. .. thwup of the paddie whedls.

Bemyr'swhistle shrilled throughout the ship. “ All hands topside to repel
boarders! All hands topside to repel boarders!”

“Worried about that,” muttered Tarkyn.
Kharl glanced toward the overhead bin, looking for the dark staff.
“Thefar 9de” Tarkyn said.

Kharl eased the aff out of the longer of the two overhead bins. He
glanced over at the older man, and saw that Tarkyn had opened a
locker and was taking out a crossbow, arewinding assembly, and a
quiver of dark bolts, but the bolts didn't look like iron.

“Lorken,” the carpenter said. “ Can make 'em here on the lathe. Almost
asgood asiron, and they work real well againgt pirates, specialy those
touched with chaos. Y ou better get topside. I'll be up inamoment.”

When Kharl |eft the carpenter shop, the paddle whedls had begun to
pick up speed, but only fractionally, and along groaning told Kharl that
the engine was straining, probably because the steam pressure wasn't
high enough yet. As he came up the ladder, taff in hand, he was met
by the third, who stood by an open locker, filled with weapons of all
sorts, ranging from long and short blades to cudgels and spears.

Rhyllalooked at Kharl and his g&ff. “ Better put you on the poop.” She
gestured.

“Yes, sr.” Kharl glanced aft, across the main deck where sailors



were forming up behind each railing. Most carried cutlasses, but Kharl
saw spears and acudgel aswdll, and even one woman with aquiver
and longbow. He took a quick look to starboard, inshore. There were
two pirate vessals, each long and dim, with abastard rig and ahuge
balloon sail, each lessthan akay away. Both werefilled with armed
men.

“Cooper!”

“Sorry, ser.” Kharl hurried acrossthe deck, waited for asailor with a
broadsword to climb the ladder, then followed him up to the poop.

He had no sooner reached the top when Furwyl motioned for him to
take a pogition abeam the helm, but on the port side. “ Y ou can cover
more deck, and that means we can use someone ese on the main
deck.”

Kharl nodded. He thought he understood.

“Don't leave your space unless you're ordered to.” Furwyl paused. “ Or
unlessthey've dready overrun the main deck, and no one's climbing the

poop.”

“Yes, ser.” Kharl took the assigned space, but once there, looked
back shoreward. With the speed of the paddle whedlsincreasing, the
gap between the two pirate vessels and the Seastag was no longer
obvioudy narrowing. In fact, Kharl could begin to see the Seastag Sart
to pull away from theleading pirate vessd.

“Port five,” ordered Hagen, standing dmogt directly beside the helm.
“Coming port, ser.”

Kharl could bardly fed the gentleturn.

“Steady on heading, ser.”

“Steady as she goes.”



“Steady as she goes, ser.”

Sowly, ever so dowly, the gap between the larger ocean trader and
the pirate vessels widened, until it was more like akay and ahdf.

Kharl kept checking, but the gap was till increasing, and the Seastag
was edging farther and farther away from land. Hagen was trying not to
lose what air he had, but to find a heading that played moreto the
grengths of the Seastag.

A muffled crummpt echoed through the Seastag. The entire vessdl
shuddered. Almost immediately flame flared from the stack, hot enough
to scorch the limp lower sheets closest to the stack before fading into
blackish gray smoke that settled down across the decks. The paddle
wheds thzvup-thwup-thwup dowed, finaly coming to a stop.

Kharl gaped for amoment. The smoke had held, for just an instant, the
barest hint of chaos abouit it. What had happened? Why had the engine
exploded?

The gap between the pirate vessels and the Seastag began to narrow
once more.

An engineman, blackened from crown to boots, pulled himsdlf up the
ladder and made hisway toward the captain. Kharl tried to listen.

“Firebox... exploded, ser... awful... seam... metd...”
“Isthere afire below?’ Hagen's question was clipped.

“No fire, ser. Not now. Sand and water... got that. But... no...
engine, much, neither, ser... two stokers... didn't makeit...”

The cooper |ooked shoreward. The pirates were closer, little more than
akay away, and the sernmogt of the two had shifted course dightly, to
take a heading that would come up aongside the Seastag on the port
side. That made sense, unhappily, because the pirates could board
from both sides, and divide the defenders efforts.



“ Shut everything down, best you can, and bring the engine crew
topside,” Hagen told the engineer.

“Yes, s, those that can.” The engineer turned and made hisway
down.

“... somesort of wizardry...” muttered the captain to Furwyl.
“... put out the word about Lydiar,” returned the first mate.
“... get throughthisfirg...”

Ashe waited for the pirates, Kharl tried to relax, tried to recdl the
warm-up exercises he had not used or needed in years and replicate
them, to ready himsdlf. Thewind remained light, and with their smaller
craft and larger sails, the pirates steadily closed on the Seastag, urtil
they were only rods away, then within fifty cubits, one on each Sde of
the trader.

“Stand by to repel boarders!” ordered Furwyl, and the command was
echoed by the three other mates. “ Stand back from the railings until
they close!”

Kharl moved back, redizing the reason for the command as an arrow
whispered past his head. Heimmediately dropped into aknedling

position, waiting.
Clunk!

At the heavy sound, Kharl turned his head to see a pronged iron that
had been catapulted over the railing and onto the deck. Severd arrows

skidded aong the deck aswell and one buried itself in the steering
platform.

A seaman ran forward, crouching, with an ax and, keeping his head
down, began to hack at the line attached to the grappling iron. Another
iron arched over therailing, and dragged across the deck until it, too,



was wedged behind the poop railing. The seaman with the ax had
barely cut through the first line before there were two otherswedged in
place.

The young man attacked the second, but seemed to make no progress.
“Friggin' thing... wound with wire...”

Kharl's eyes darted across the upper deck, taking in the four grapples
gtill wedged in place. While he couldn't see more, he had no doubts
that the same tactics were being employed againgt the main and
forward decks. The seaman managed to part the line on two more
grapples, but, by that time, another three had been wedged in place.

Kharl edged forward, because he could hear voices, scuffling, and
muttered curses...

“... getyour friggin' assup...”
“...sowscary lesslard'nyou...”

The cooper saw abrawny arm reach over therailing. He lunged
forward and dammed the saff down on the arm, fegling the bones
break, and seeing the pirate tumble backward off the rope and into the
water just aft of where the two hulls rubbed against each other.

He brought the staff around in a sweep. One pirate ducked, but the
lorken staff caught asecond in the neck, and he sagged, then did out of
sght, while Kharl reversed the staff. His return was week, and the one
pirate was over therailing, cutlass dashing toward the cooper, and

parrying the Sa&ff.

Kharl two-handed the staff, using both ends. The wood, amost as hard
asiron, and springier, fended off the cuts from the pirate, who tried to
circleaway from Kharl, and found himsdf between asailor with a
spear and the cooper. In the pirate's moment of indecision, Kharl

struck with an underthrust, and the cutlass spun out of the pirate's hand.
The other sailor plunged the spear into the pirate's bely.



Kharl turned back to the port railing, where two more pirates had
appeared, one with the ubiquitous cutlass, and atdler man with a
hand-and-a-half blade. Kharl took on the taller man, and found himsalf
backing up against a man with far better blade skills than Kharl had

daff capabilities.
Thzvunk! The huge pirate looked stunned at the quarrdl in hisleft
shoulder.

Kharl took the moment and knocked the big blade from his hand and
attacked with al his strength. Even badly wounded, the pirate
westhered two blows that would have felled alesser man and ducked
away from severa that could have stopped him.

Kharl managed another gtrike, then a solid thrust into the man's guts.
The pirate tumbled forward, and Kharl saw the blood from a deep cut
across his back.

Two more pirates appeared from somewhere, and Kharl and another
sallor found themsdves dowly pushing the pair forward, toward the
edge of the poop deck. One looked back, and took a spear. The other
grabbed the railing and vaulted down.

Kharl stood for amoment, gasping, glancing around the poop deck,
but it was empty, except for Kharl, the captain, the helmsman, and two
other sallorsfrom the Seastag. Below, the main deck swirled with
fighters. The defenders were being pressed from both sides, dthough
they did not seem that greatly outnumbered, and some pirates had
fdlen, but the atackers fought without much thought of caution, it
seemed to Kharl, and kept pressing the Seastag's defendersinward.

The cooper glanced down at the pirate vessdl to port. Only two men
stood on the low rear deck, beside the steersman. All three were
watching the main deck of the Seastag.

Abruptly, saff in one hand, Kharl snvung himsdlf over therailing and
clambered down one of the ropes|eft hanging by the pirates. When he



wasjust dightly higher than the aft deck of the pirate vessd, he twisted
his body and jumped. Even as close as the two vessalswere, he barely
cleared therailing and landed heavily on the deck.

Thetwo pirates remaining were surprised enough that Kharl had a
chanceto get the staff into position before the first charged.

Kharl parried the dash by the pirate, and the cutlass clanked againgt the
black iron band. The blade shattered, and Kharl reversed the staff into
awicked riposte into the man's guts, then, as the pirate staggered,
finished him off with ablow to the Sde of his head.

The cooper barely managed to get the staff back and balanced intime
to ward off the attack of the second helm guard, who was using two
shortswords, one in each hand.

Kharl et the other attack, usng a balanced two-handed grip on the

longer staff to block or deflect the other's dashing attacks, giving alittle
gpace, and watching.

Then, after the pirate made a particularly vicious cut that left him dightly
unbaanced, Kharl dammed the staff into the other's knee with enough
force that something crunched, and the pirate sprawled sdeways on the
deck. Kharl brained him, then turned to the helmsman.

The helmsman released the helm and grabbed for the cutlass at his belt.
His hand closed on the hilt just as one of the iron bands ot Kharl's staff
crashed into histemple.

AsKharl surveyed the deck, he could see that there was no one near
him, and forward on the pirate ship, no one had even looked aft. With
acold smileKharl strode forward, toward the handful of pirates, along
therailing, clearly wanting to board the Scastag.

Thefirg two went down, oneright after the other, without anyone
noticing.



Thethird turned. “They're behind usl” He got his blade, more of a
rapier than a cutlass, up and into arough guard postion. Kharl
dammed the blade aside and brought the staff up from below, doubling
the man over, and finishing him off with areverse.

Then... therewere pirates al around Kharl, and the most he could do
wastry to weave adefense.

He stepped back, still creating ablur of blackness, when ataler man,
taller even than Kharl, lunged forward with a huge broadsword.
Because of the force of the cut-that missed-the big man was
off-balance for amoment, and Kharl struck.

A shocked expression froze on the pirate's face, and he brought the
broadsword around in alast desperate swinging lunge.

Kharl managed to get the strength from somewhere to parry, but he
dipped on adeck wet with blood and salt, and the flat Side of the blade
crashed into his chest, then dammed down into hisfoot. With alast
effort, Kharl brought up the end of the saff Sraight into the pirate's
throat. Kharl could fed something give, and some of the pressure on his
leg abate. Hetried to lever the staff upward, but it was caught under
the body of thefdlen pirate.

Then something struck him from behind, and wave of red blackness
crashed over him.

LI

A reddish dark haze swam around Kharl, and much as he attempted to
grope hisway through it, it merdly thickened. When hetried to rest, it
seemed to condtrict around him, like an iron band across his chest and
ribs, with an agonizing pain so sharp that he felt he could hardly
breathe. He wanted to move, but neither hisarms nor hislegswould
budge, and his head was amass of flame.

In time-how long it had been, he had no idea-the haze thinned, and an



image swam into hisview, except that it was apair of images. Kharl
squinted, and the two images resolved into one, that of asingle face,
one he thought he should recognize, but did not.

“Youll bedl right, cooper. Y oureacting like youre dill fighting. Y ou
don't haveto keep fighting. Try to loosen those muscles.”

“Airates...?’ Kharl mumbled, hismouth so dry that the single word was
acroak.

“Y ou need to drink. Open your mouth.”

Kharl did. The coolness was welcome. His tongue was swollen, and
swalowing was difficult.

“Pirates?’ he asked again.

“Mogt of 'em are dead. We brought in their ships. Not bad prizes.
Worrak isn't prime, but the captain figures that, even after replacing the
engine, be agoodly prize share for everyone. That's for you, too.”

Kharl didn't care about that. He just knew hisleg hurt, especidly his
foot-and his chest.

“Hurts... ahit...”

“Your ribsare cracked... bruised, and ther€s that right foot. I1t'sgoing
to hurt for awhile, but you'll walk fine. Y our boots won't be so
cramped on that Side. That last pirate blade took the two smallest toes,
but... wound came up clean. Healing good. Worried about you. Been
acouple of days now.”

“Hit my heed.”

“Big lump, but nothing's broken and no soft spotsthere. Local hedler
saysyou'll befine. He'slooked at dl of you.”

Kharl findly grasped that Rhylla, the third mate, was taking. He hoped



his memory would improve. “Thank you.”
“Y ou need to drink some more.”

So Kharl did, then drifted back into deep, back into the reddish haze,
except at times there were periods of black coolness.

Hewokein dim light, either dawn or twilight, he thought, before
redizing that dl light wasdimin sick bay or anywhere belowdecks. He
only saw two other bunks, besides the one above him, and the two-
those across from him-were occupied. He lay back on the narrow
bunk, closing his eyes and trying to ignore the dull aching in thetoeshe
no longer had, and wondering what would happen next. He could hear
voices from the two men in the opposite bunks, whispering asthey
were.

“... thought hewoke...”
“... back adeep...”

“... youd bedeeping, too... what hit him. Tough old guy...” Kharl
didn't think of himsdlf as old, but he must have seemed o0 to young
seamen.

“... never saw anything likeit... cleared off everyone onthe one...
looked like...”

“... Reid said he used that staff and batted down arrows...” Kharl
wanted to snort, but it would have taken too much effort. No one could
do that.

“... saw him take out three pirates with that big Saff... onehitit witha
blade, and the blade shattered...”

“... blackgtaffer...”

“... hé'snot... used to be acooper in Brysta... what the third said...
did something to piss off theLord...”



Therewasalaugh. “Got to likethat.... anyone with enough gutsto piss
off alord... good man...” Kharl drifted back into deep.

When he woke for the third time, the space was brighter, and the
aching in hisskull was only the faintest throbbing, athough hisfoot
didn't fed that much better. He was donein sick bay, and the other
bunks had been stripped.

Stll, he thought he ought to try to Sit up, and he gingerly eased into

adgtting position on the edge of the bunk. Knivesjabbed through his
ribs, and he could barely hold himself erect. Sll... hewasn't going to
get better lying flat.

Hedowly levered himsdf into a standing position, dthough hewas as
much leaning againgt the bulkhead as slanding. He coughed, two or
three times, and the sharp knives that went through his chest madehim
wonder if hewould collgpse right there. Hejust stood, hanging on until
the coughing passed and he could bresathe easier. Then he took one
step, and another. He findly made it to the hatch, and looked out onto
the main deck. It was midafternoon, and the ship wastied to apier.

He stepped dowly out onto the deck, barefoot he redized, but he had
no ideawhere his bootswere, or if he could even bend over to put
them on, or if they would fit. A wave of dizziness washed over him and
he eased sideways until he reached the ladder to the forecastle deck,
where he sat down.

“Cooper?’
Kharl looked up to see Furwyl standing there. “Yes, ser?’
“Third and the hedler said it'd be afew more days...”
“...iflgotupadl?

Furwyl laughed. “ They didn't say that.”



“Not exactly. Figured... I'd better walk some. Rest some. Not worth
Soit... right now.”

“Y ou know how you fed,” thefirs mate said carefully. “Wereleaving
Worrak tomorrow.”

“Won't be doing much carpentering... for awhile,” Kharl replied.
“If you want to stay, you've got a berth, long as you want it.”

“I'd... likethat.” Kharl forced asmile, onethat he meant, even if he dill
hurt so much that he didn't fed like smiling.

“Good. That's settled.” Furwyl smiled. “Maybe you'd better lie down
for awhile... get upin abit for supper.”

“Supper... soundsgood.” Kharl redized he had no ideaiif held eaten,
or what, or how often. He didn't like the idea that he had no ideawhat
had happened to him. He did appreciate the loyalty of the captain and
thefirgt. Slowly, he rose, and putting onefoot in front of the other,
gingerly, headed back to sick bay.

LIl

The Seastag waited two days more to leave Worrak, because the
captain had been promised a cargo of brimstone for ddivery to
Délash. Brimstone was agood cargo, provided it didn't burn or get
spilled, and Hagen had planned to port at Dellash anyway, according to
Rhylla. Kharl didn't complain about the delay because he appreciated
being able to begin to walk on asteady deck. His damaged boot had
been patched, but he felt unbaanced, even though he had lost just his
littlest toes, rather than hislargest.

By the evening before the Seastag's departure, Kharl waswalking with
adight limp, and the stabbing in hisribs had receded to adull ache.
Hed tried alittle work with the lathe, but he could only manageit for a
quarter of aglass before the pain in hisribs began to worsen. He



stopped, but that was better than he had been doing.

After dtting on Tarkyn's stool for atime, he made hisway back onto
the main deck. The sun was hanging abovethelow hills, just to the
south of where the Fakla River entered the harbor. There was enough
of a seabreezeto carry the harbor odors inshore and leave the deck
with the clean scent of the Eastern Ocean, although the breeze was
brisk enough that the deck would be chill once the sun set.

“Cooper?’ cdled avoice.

Kharl turned. Ghart, the second mate, stood severa cubits aft.
“Yes sx?’

“Captain and thefirst are on the poop. They'd like to seeyou.”

“I'll beright there.” Kharl headed aft and went up the ladder, carefully
and dowly. So long as he moved smoothly, the painin hisribswasn't
too bad.

Hagen and Furwyl stood waiting under the aft mast.

Kharl stopped severa cubits short of the two officers. “Captain, ser,
you asked for me?’

“That | did,” replied Hagen. “1've been thinking, Kharl. Weve got a
long voyage ahead. Tarkyn says you're good, better than most ship's

carpenters. Y ou saved usfrom losing everything. So, weregoing to
pay you asthe carpenter's second.” Hagen smiled. ” And you start

wearing carpenters grays onboard. Y ou won't be doing deck work,
but you'll have to take in-port gangway watches once we get to Ruzor.”

“Y ou use any sort of weapon besidesthat staff?” asked Furwyl.
“I'm not bad with acudgd,” Kharl said.

“That might be alittle handier on watch,” replied thefirgt, with alaugh.



Hagen handed Kharl asmall pouch. “That's your pay for the last
eightday.”

“Thank you, ser.” Kharl wasn't quite sure what elseto say.

The captain nodded, asif he did not wish to be thanked. “Ghart isin
charge of in-port watches. Hell be letting you know which sections
you'll gand.”

“YS, %’_”

“Tarkyn'srustled up two sets of graysfor you,” added Furwyl. “ Says
they'll fit you just fine. We can use another subofficer.”

“I'll do my be<t, captain, ser.”

“You dready have,” Hagen replied. “More than most. That'swhy
you're crew, now, for so long asyou want.”

“YS’ w.n

Hagen nodded, asif to dismiss Kharl, and the cooper-carpenter's
second-stepped back and climbed down the ladder. He doubted that
he redly wanted to remain aship's carpenter, but if he couldn't find a
place where he could be a cooper, at least hed have shelter and coin
and something useful to do-and with woods, which he knew.

He stopped as pain shot through hisribs.

Most healers were black mages. He wondered if The Basis of Order
hed sections on hedling, and if they might teach him something about
how to speed his own hedling. He might aswell read through it and see.
He certainly couldn't work full-time as a carpenter. Not yet.

And, based on what he'd aready experienced, the information-if he
could understand it-might prove useful.

LIl



A-gaing strong blustering gusts that were nearly direct headwinds, it
took the Seastag five days-with frequent tacking and the use of the
engine-after leaving Worrak to make port in Ruzor. Kharl was glad for
the respite, because every time the ship had rolled or pitched heavily,
and he had been caught off guard, hisribs had reminded him that they
had not yet healed. He thought that the efforts he had made to cultivate
asense of balance within himsdlf had helped speed the hedling, but that
could have been wishful thinking.

Whatever the reason, there were times-brief moments-when they did
not ache, and those seemed more frequent with each day. Even so, he
was glad that the Seastag had ported, even if Hagen had said that they
would bein Ruzor but two days.

Kharl had two in-port watches, but one was that afternoon, and the
second the following morning. Ghart had given him an easy watch
schedule, clearly in deferenceto hisinjuries, but Kharl had no doubts
that his dutiesin other ports would include night and midwatches. He
had been down in the carpenter shop since after breskfast, using the
toolsto tighten the grip on the cudgd held taken from the weapons
locker, and was headed back up to replaceit.

He stopped hafway up the ladder from the carpenter shop as he heard
voices from the main deck, asif two people were standing right outside
the hatch.

“... most fortunate to have captured the pirates... understand you have
acargo of two hundred stone of brimstone...”

“... dready have abinding contract for the brimstone... sdl it here...
and Synadar wouldn't give me acopper were | broke and legless...”

“... understand that, but the Prefect iswilling to pay athird more than
your contract price... would free cargo space...”

“Why isthe Prefect of Gallos so interested in my cargo of brimstone?’
asked Hagen.



“The Prefect is having trouble with the province of Kyphros... the
Prince of Anaeriaisdways claiming another part of Gdlos... The
prince has no mages, and gunpowder isuseful.”

“Histroubles don't matter to me,” replied Hagen. “All atrader'sgot is
hisreputation. | sdll out acargo and abuyer, | losethat buyer, and
anyonehetdls...”

“It'snot wiseto anger...”

“It'snot wisefor you to anger him.” Hagen laughed. “ The Prefect
doesn't have more than twoscore lancers here in Ruzor. The pier's
stone and long. Y ou send 'em down that pier, and I'll cut the lines and
be off. Then I'll tell every trader to Steer clear. Ruzor'sthe Prefect's
only port, and he'sgot no fleet.”

“... youreahard man, captain. Someday, you'l regret that.”
“Regret what? Being honest? Being fair?’
Therewasalong slence.

“... tariffsare twenty golds on the cotton, the Brystan apples, and the
tiningots”
“That's twice what they were last year,” Hagen pointed out, hisvoice
indifferent.

“That'swhat they are.”
“They arewhat they are, and I'll report them to the buyers.”
“... seeing asyou didn't know...”

“Whatever they are... we report them. And you'll give me areceipt for
that amount.”

“Eleven golds.” The wordswere nearly spit out.



“We're always happy to pay what islevied by the lord of theland,”
Hagen said chearfully. “We want everyone to know what we paid and
towhom.”

The voicesfaded as steps on the deck above indicated that the two
men had moved away from the forecastle hatch above. Kharl waited
severd moments before climbing up, then going out on the main deck.
He stopped for amoment and looked to the east and north. Ruzor sat
on the east Sde of the Phroan River, undernegth the cliffs serving asthe
western ramparts againgt the high desert that extended westward from
the Little Easthorns. It was an old port town, and despite being located
on the northeast edge of alarge natura bay, had but asingle long stone
pier for oceangoing vessals. Farther seaward was along stone
breskwater, with a squarish gray stone tower fortress at its terminus.
Under aclear sky and a

sun that shed little heet, the Seastag wastied between the set of
bollards farthest out into the harbor.

Kharl headed for the watch locker, where he replaced the cudgd and
secured the locker. Turning dowly, he watched as Hagen handed a
leather bag to a bearded and bulky man wearing adark blue winter
jacket, its collar trimmed with golden fur. The bearded man took the
pouch, bowed dightly, and walked down the gangway with stiff and
jerky steps. His steps lengthened once he was on the pier, but they
were gill abrupt and forced.

Kharl eased toward Ghart, who had the in-port deck watch until noon.
“... not ahappy man, ser,” the second said to Hagen.

“That kind never is. There won't be any shore leave, but tdll the crew
well makethat up in Southport. I'm going below. Haveto tell the
engineer to keep some cods hot in the firebox.”

“YS’ w.n



As Hagen neared the carpenter second, he nodded.
“Ser.” Kharl returned the nod.

“How arethoseribs?’

“Better every day.”

“Good to hear that.” Hagen stepped past Kharl and across the deck,
before heading through the hatch to his cabin.

“Ser.” Kharl addressed Ghart, who remained beside the end of the
gangway. “I fixed the grip on the cudgd and replaced it in the wegpons
locker.” He handed over the heavy bronze key.

“That's good. No shore leave, and that'll mean your watches will be
quiet. 'Lessthat customs weasd getsthe locd lancersriled up.”

“Was that who the captain wastalking to when | came topside? He
didn't look pleased.”

“Hewasn't. Tried to inflate the tariff, pocket the difference. Weasd.
Surprised you couldn't smell him from across the deck.” Ghart shook
his head. “The Prefect rules Kyphroswith folk like that, and he won't

be keeping it long.”
“l don't know,” mused Kharl. “Y ou'd think so, but...”

“Could be,” replied Ghart. “Folks are dwaysfearing change.” He
glanced back aong the pier, but the customs enumerator had

disappeared.

“They're dways afraid change will make thingsworse.” Kharl chuckled
ruefully. “For most folks, it does.”

“Y ou're saying that things never change,” Ghart said. “ 'Causethe
worsethey get, the morefolk fear they'll get even worse.”

“Until they know they can't get worse...”



“You're acheerful sort today, carpenter.”
Kharl offered arueful smile. “Experience.”

“Don't think | want to know. Seen enough I'd rather not seeagain.”
Ghart turned to look at the long wagon being driven down the pier
toward the Seastag. “Need to get the off-loading crew. Looks like the
cotton factor.”

Kharl dipped away to therailing near the bow. From there, he looked
over the old town once more, taking in the ancient gray stone buildings
and those newer dwellings, few asthey were, with white plaster wals
farther westward on the narrow bluff.

Ghart'swords echoed through his thoughts, and Kharl wondered just
what it might take to get people to want to change a poor ruler, or if
they feared change so much that no ruler would ever be changed
except by death or conquest.

LIV
(

Jxharl looked down at the pier, and then out at Ruzor. A glass had
passed since he had taken the deck watch, and the cotton factor's
wagons had come, been loaded, and departed. Two long and heavy
wagons remained on the pier, and the deck crew wasfinishing the
off-loading of tiningots. Kharl walked dowly inacircle, around the
quarterdeck-that ill-defined area.on the main deck immediately inboard
of the head of the gangway down to the pier.

The late-afternoon wind had picked up, and the sun had dropped
behind the bluffsto the west of Ruzor so that the Seastag and the pier
sat in shadow, chilled further by thewind out of the northeast. Glad that
he had kept hiswinter jacket and was wearing it over the carpenters
grays, Kharl stopped pacing and stood by therailing, looking down
and across at the metal factor's men placing the tin ingots in the second



wagon. The only movements on the pier were those of the loaders, and
the only ones

Kharl could see on the Seastag were the winch crew, dthough he
knew some of the deckhands were down in the hold loading the heavy
canvas

dings
“Lastingotd” camethecdl from the hold.

“Last load,” Furwyl relayed from where he stood on the forward
section of the poop.

The metd factor, asolid figurein aheavy brown work jacket, raised
hisarm in acknowledgment. The heavy ding rose out of the hold and
then swung out to the pier and down onto the stone beside the wagon.
The cotton had been loaded directly into the wagons, but the ingots
were not. Was that because they were so much heavier that the wrong
placement on the wagon could bend or snap an axle? By thetimethe
dock loaders had placed the last ingots on the wagon, the boom was
secured inits stowed position and the deck crew was folding up the
ding and replacing the hatch cover.

“Winch and deck crew, you can knock off.” Bemyr'svoice cut through
the afternoon.

“For what?” mumbled someone. “Nowhere to go.”

“Y ou heard the captain. No shore leave here. More shore leavein
Southport. It'swarmer there, anyway.”

“Yaﬂl- . .’l
“... except thewomen...”

“Y ou couldn't get awoman here, either, Sonlat.”



“... andthedesfla... flat asthewomen...”
“Men aren't any better,” cracked one of the women riggers.

A series of laughs followed as the men and the two muscular women
drifted into smadler groups.

Kharl turned his attention back to the now-empty pier, along stretch of
gray stone, tinged with pink in some places and the green of ageein
others. The only other vessdl at the pier was an old fishing schooner.
The sunlight falling on the harbor waters to the south and east of the
Seastag suggested that sunset was ill aglassor so away.

“Quiet so far, carpenter?” asked Furwyl, easing up to the quarterdeck.
“YS’ y.u

“I'll be checking the manifests with the captain. Let usknow if you see
anything strange”

“Yes, s

Asthefirgt crossed the deck, Kharl glanced at the cudgel set against
therailing forward of the gangway, then back to the pier. He looked
farther west, toward the town. Was that someone on the harbor road?
He scanned the pier and harbor, but his eyes kept going back to the
road, and before too long he could see arider moving at aquick trot
toward the squarish heavy-timbered building that held the portmaster
and the customs enumerator. The traveler neared the port building and
tied hismount outside.

Kharl kept looking back toward the port building, but it was about a
quarter of aglasslater before the rider emerged and vaulted into his
saddle. The rider wasin uniform, probably alancer of some sort, and
he was continuing along the road bordering the harbor, his mount
carrying him past the pier and toward the breskwater-and the fort that
sguatted on the seaward end.



Kharl did not want to ring the darm bell, but he did think thet either
Furwyl or Hagen should know. He glanced around. No one was
nearby. He crossed the deck quickly and stepped into the passageway
way leading to the mates cabins, and that of the captain. The hatch
door to the captain’'s cabin was g ar, and he knocked.

“YS?’

“Captain, ser, therésalancer riding from the port building to thefort on
the end of the breskwater. | didn't know if you wanted to know, but
the second told me that the customs enumerator was not to be
trusted...”

“He'sdill riding? How do you know-" began Furwyl, turning.

The captain lurched up from behind the table. “ On deck, first. Back to
your post, carpenter.”

Kharl hurried back to the quarterdeck. From there he watched as
Hagen climbed to the poop, a pyglassin hand. The captain only
watched for amoment before calling to Furwyl, “ Have the engineer go
to emergency fire-up!”

“Yes, ser.” Furwyl dropped down the ladder to the engine spaces.

Kharl kept watching both the pier and the breakwater. The lancer had
not yet reached the breskwater fort. The carpenter second had not
realized just how far out the breakwater was and how much the harbor
road wound between the base of the pier and the breskwater. Still, it
wasn't that long before the lancer was on the breskwater road heading
to thefort.

AsKharl watched, he could smell coa smoke, and after afew more
moments, athin line of black began to flow from the stack.

Bemyr'swhigtle shrilled through the late afternoon. “ All handd! Al
hands! Deck crew, make ready to cast off. Make ready to cast off!



Harbor
rig! Harbor rigt*

Furwyl appeared beside Kharl. “Well leave the midshipslinein place
and the gangway down. Y ou know of anyone who'sleft the ship?’

1 NO, w.n

“Good.” Thefirst turned, and two of the crew-one burly man and an
equally burly woman-dashed down the gangway onto the pier, the
woman going forward, the man &ft.

“Singleup!” Furwyl ordered. “Single up!”
“Snglingup!”
“Clear theaft line”

The seaman by the aft lineloosened it, then hurried back up the pier to
the gangway, but waited. “Aft line clear.”

“Clear theforward line.”

“Forward lineclear.” After undoing the forward line, the woman
retreated to the single cleat beside the gangway, where the other sailor
joined her. Both forward and aft lineswere pulled in.

“Clear the midshipsline”

Thetwo unwound the line from the clest, down to asingle loop, then
sprinted up the gangway. Kharl watched asthe line flowed away and
off the cleat asthe deck crew rededitin.

“Up the gangway.”

After the gangway was winched up and back, Kharl locked the
quarterdeck railing back in place flush with the fixed railing.



With the cold wind out of the northeast filling the sails, the Seastag
swung away smartly from the stone pier. The smoke from the stack
thickened, and Kharl could hear alow groaning as the engine began to
turn over, dowly, then stop because there wasn't enough pressurein
the boilers yet. Even without the engine, the ship was headed seaward
under sail with fair headway.

Kharl glanced from the pier to thefort at the end of the breskwater.
From what he could tell, Hagen was piloting the Seastag into the
section of the channe closest to the fort. While Kharl knew the captain
must have had areason, he had no ideawhat that might have been.

The ship was nearing the fort, but was till agood kay away from the
closest gpproach, which Kharl judged to be akay and ahalf.

Cruump! Something flew through the forward yards and landed
another fifty rods south of the ship. A gout of water gushed skyward.

Kharl redized that the something had been ashell from acannoninthe
fort.

Thivup... thwup... Slowly... too dowly, it seemed, the paddle wheels
began to turn.

Another shell whistled overhead and landed in the water less than five
rods to starboard.

“Hard port!” Hagen ordered.

The Seastag turned port, headed amost directly at the breakwater,
losing speed with each rod. Y et another shell dammed into the
blue-gray harbor waters, barely off the starboard quarter, and another
gout of water erupted skyward. Although the paddle wheelswere
beginning to pick up adow and even rhythm, even Kharl could tell that
the ship was losing headway and might soon even lose Steerageway.
He could dso see the water ahead lightening asthey neared the
shalowsthat doped up to the breakwater, and the fort.



“Hard starboard!” came the command. “Full power!”

Asthe Seastag turned back to starboard, and the sails caught the wind
nearly full once more, the ship seemed to legp forward-and not a
moment too soon. There was the faintest scraping on the port Side, asif
the hull had run againgt the edge of asandbar or arock, and then
another cannon shell exploded into the water less than five rods directly
aft of the sternpost.

“Steady on zero nine zero!” ordered Hagen.

Ancther shdl dammed through the rigging, and thistime, arain of
debris pattered and clattered down onto the poop deck. Kharl looked
up. One of the sails on the starboard side had been ripped loose of the
bottom rigging and flapped in the wind. The footlines dangled, and the
end gaff wasmissing.

The paddle whed s turned over a shade faster with each moment, and
the ship continued to gain speed. The Seastag had passed the end of
the breakwater and was now moving away from thefort at agoodly
clip, the open water between the Galosian fort and the ship increasing.

“Twenty starboard!” ordered Hagen.
Just asthe ship settled onto the new heading, another shell struck

just off the port quarter, close enough and with sufficient force to throw
agpray of water acrossthe forecastle. Kharl could even fedl some of
the spray from where he stood midships on the starboard side.

Glancing aft, he could see that once the Seastag had cleared the
shallower waters seaward from the breskwater, Hagen had turned the
ship onto a heading that presented only the stern to the cannon of the
fort, keeping the ship's exposure to cannon fire as narrow as possible.
Another shell exploded in the waters aft of the Seastag. Kharl waited
for another shell, perhapsto strike the ship itsdlf, but no other shells
werefired, not that he could see or hear.



Furwyl took the ladder down from the poop and crossed the deck to
Kharl. “Captain thinks we're out of range now.” Helooked at the
chunks of wood and line, and severd pulleys, thet lay acrossthe main
deck. “You and Tarkyn are going to be busy replacing gaffs and
booms,” Hagen said. “Lucky they didn't hit either of the masts square.”

“l don't know asit was luck, ser, wasit?’

“Captain did his best, and he's good, carpenter, but there's dways
luck.” Furwyl nodded and headed toward the bosun. “Bemyr! Get a
crew hereto clean up the mess.”

Kharl looked back into the twilight that was beginning to descend on
Ruzor and the squat Gallosian fort on the breskwater. Why were
people so vindictive? Hagen had done what was right, and the customs
enumerator and the Prefect's armsmen had tried to punish him and sink
the Seastag because they hadn't gotten their way. Y et they would have
been outraged had they been the buyers of the brimstone, and Hagen
had sold it to someone dse.

He shook his head. The Prefect's enumerator and Egen were the same
sort, wanting things, their own way and vindictive when they were
thwarted. Did having power turn people that way?

Kharl laughed. It wasn't as though he'd ever be tempted in that fashion.
Coopers and carpenters never got that kind of power.

LV

Another five days passed before the Seastag made her way into the
port a Diehl, the most sheltered harbor that Kharl had seen. A forested
peninsulaguarded the seaward approach, looming over the deep
channel that was less than two kays wide at the harbor entrance. Once
past the entry, the Seastag steamed almost due west through a bay
more than thirty kayswide, and from the haf day that it took to reach
the actua port, more than fifty kaysin length. Only the Great North
Bay at Lydiar had been larger, amost an inland sea, as Kharl recaled.



Kharl had been assigned the morning deck watch the day after the ship
had arrived, and Hagen had appeared amost as soon as the carpenter
had taken his station on the quarterdeck, opposite the still-empty pier.

“We've got the copper to off-load and some of the woolens we picked
up in Nylan. Expect their port-mistress anytime, or one of the
assgtants. Just givemeacal or ring the bell twice. | don't need to tell
you, but be exceedingly palite.” With anod, Hagen had turned and
returned to his cabin, leaving Kharl on the deck under high clouds, on
the warmest morning Kharl had experienced in eightdays.

AsBemyr supervised the deck crew'sremova of both hatch covers,
Kharl studied the port and the land beyond. Diehl itself was the smallest
port town Kharl had seen, not that he had seen many, with only two
warehouses behind the port-mistress's structure at the foot of the single
pier-a structure of old and heavy timber supported by equally old and
massive sone columns. The Seastag wasthe only vessdl tied at apier
large enough for two ocean traders.

The water in the bay was awarm blue, unlike the late-autumn dark blue
of the Eastern Ocean or the harbor waters at the Candarian towns and
citieswhere the Seastag had previoudy ported, and the air was
warmer-and moister. Beyond the port area, everything was green-
differing shades of green in acanopy of treesthat stretched to the
horizon in every direction where there was land.

A glass passed before a silver-haired woman walked down the pier
toward the Seastag. Kharl had not seen her appear, but he dmost
nodded to himsdlf, thinking that the port-mistresswould probably be
older. But as the woman neared, he could see from the unlined face
and dender figure that the woman was anything but old. Hed heard
that druids were silver-haired, but the druid approaching the ship was
thefirst he had ever seen. He continued to watch, even as he stepped
forward to greet her. The silver-haired figure walked up the gangway
with a grace that looked youthful and had to be mature. That Kharl
knew. Women were dmost dways the graceful ones, whilegirls



betrayed their age through amyriad of little traits, including atouch of
uneas ness and awvkwardness with their movements.

“Greetings,” Kharl offered, inclining his head. “ Are you here about
the cargo?*

Thedruid studied Kharl before finally spesking. “Y ou are not from
Reduce.”

“No. I'm from Brysta” Kharl almost stepped back from her, so strong
wasthe feding of her presence... and aswirling linkage of both the
whiteness-except it was unlike any whiteness he had sensed before-
and a deeper blackness, dthough that seemed more like what he had
fdt fromthe magein Nylan.

She paused. “Will you be herelong?’

“The ship? The captain decides that. We have to off-load cargo, for
you. Let me summon him. He wanted to know as soon as you arrived.”

“No... not yet. | will be back with those for the cargoes.” Sheturned
and walked back down the gangway.

Kharl frowned, wondering what he had done wrong-or if he had.
“Carpenter? What did you say to her?’ Furwyl crossed the deck. “I
asked if she werethe one we had cargo for, and... she didn't say, now
that | think about it. Then, she asked how long we would be here, and |
said that it was up to the captain, but that we would be here until we
off-loaded. She said that she would be back with those for the cargo.”
At thelast words, Furwyl relaxed. “If she said that, shelll be back.
They never tel lies” Hefrowned. “1 wonder why she came aboard.
Haven't seen that one before.”

“She had deep green eyes,” Kharl said, not knowing quite why he
did.



“You leavethem done” thefirs mate said, “if you vaue your lifeand

hedth. Unless, of course, they ask you. Then, | hear, youre alucky
fdlow.”

Kharl understood. He'd felt the power in the woman, a strange sort of
power, an intertwining of golden whiteness with deep blackness.

“I'll tell the captain that they know we're here.”
“Yes, ser.” Kharl looked down the pier, but the druid had vanished.

At least another glass passed. Kharl waslooking forward to being
relieved when noon came. When he scanned the pier, he saw two
druids, both with silver hair, walking down the pier toward the ship,
accompanied by another figure, aman in gray, with light brown hair.

Furwyl was at the gangway dmost instantly, followed by the captain.
Kharl stood back, behind them.

Thefirst druid up the gangway was not the one Kharl had met. She
was shorter, with amber eyes, and she turned directly to Hagen.

Captain.”

“Port-migtress... | had heard your assistant was here... | hope... we
did not offend...”

The druid laughed, the sound warm. “If anything... | am her assgtant.
Daydaisoneof the... sheisof the Great Forest. Shetold me that your
watcher”-she glanced to Kharl-*was most well-mannered, and she
cameto tell methat you bore our cargo. Would you mind if she and her
consort have afew wordswith him?’

“Hashe...?’

“No,” answered the druid Kharl had first met. “Heisamost honest
man. But he wasinjured, and we would liketo seeif we could aid him.”



“By dl means.” Hagen bowed his heed.

“Wewill talk of cargoes whilethey talk to your man,” suggested the
port-mistress.

The brown-haired man, Kharl realized, was dso adruid, with the same
interweaving of order and chaos, and he motioned toward the bow.
Kharl followed the two up the ladder and forward until the three stood
beside the bowsprit.

The man smiled politely. “Daydasaid that you're from Brysa”
“I am. Areyou?’ Kharl asked politely.

“No, and it doesn't matter, not redly. I'm from Wandernaught, but you
reminded her of someone | used to know.” The druid shrugged.

Kharl could sense clearly the coiled power in the man, power that
made the white wizard he had killed seem lessthan asummer migt in
comparison. “| don't think weve ever met.”

The other laughed. “We have not, and | doubt well ever meet again.
But one never knows. If you don't mind, would you answer afew
Questions?’

“| suppose s0.” Kharl waswary.

“Jugten... he dill suffersfrom theinjuriesto hisribs. We should help
therefird,” suggested Dayda.

Justen shook his head, then laughed, before speaking. “ She hasthe
right of it. She usually does. | trust you won't mind if we repair therib
that hasn't begun to hedl right?’

Oneof hisribswasn't hedling right?

“It was broken inside, and there's...” The man frowned. “Let'sjust say
that if you got hit again there, you might not live through it.”



“Y ou can do that? Without cutting into me?’

“It will not hurt,” said Dayda. “Why... would you...”

“Becauseit's better for us, and better for you. Well explain afterward.”
Kharl nodded.

“It'seaser if wetouch you. Do you mind?’

“Aslong asyoudont jab,” Kharl said dryly.

Their touch was S0 light that the carpenter dmost did not fed ether of
their hands, herson hiswrist, and Justen's on the back of his neck.
What he did fed was a golden warm darkness flowing into his chest,
then an easing of atightnessthat he had not even realized was there.
Thetwo lifted their hands from Kharl.

“Y our own order can finish the hedling, and that will taketime,” Dayda
sad. “Try not to injure yoursdf for the next eightdays.” Kharl frowned.

“Y ou can sense order and chaos, can you not?’ the woman asked.
Kharl looked to her, then to Justen.

“It could be that you haven't recogni zed them that way,” Justen went
on. “ Sometimes, when you see a person, isthere awhitish fog or mist
around them, one that others don't see? Or a darkness? The white
means that someone is using chaos, the dark that he or sheisusing
order...”

“Likeyou do?" asked Kharl.

“I'm somewhere between adruid and agray mage,” admitted the druid.
“Y ou seem drawn more directly to order. Y ou work with both wood
and iron, do you not?’

“| was a cooper.”

The druid nodded. *Y ou must have been very good, and | daresay that



the better you got, the poorer your busi ness became and the more
unseen enemiesthat you gained.”

“Something likethat.” Kharl had the feding that the other could see
indgde hishead, and hisfedings. “What do you want with me?’

“Daydaand | don't want anything from you or with you. She fedsthat
you are an ordered soul who could do much good wherever you go.
It's obvious that you don't quite understand what has happened to you.
Not totally, anyway. It's smple enough. Y ou want order and what
you'd call truth inyour life, and you try to create it. Most people have
trouble with that kind of directness, and because you don't understand
your power, you haven't yet figured out how to be direct and ordered
with yoursdf without unintentionally imposing thet order on others”

Kharl was till wary, but he could sense none of the white chaos about
the druid. What chaos the druid had was bounded in strips of golden
black, or perhaps they were wound together. “Most times when I've
tried to do theright thing, in recent years, it has not gonewell...”

“It is often that way when one such asyou discovershimsdf,” Dayda
said. “You mugt try to learn more about who you are and what you can
do...”

“Y ou also need to understand,” Justen added, histone sardonic, “that
order, fairness, and justice, adl those thingsyou vaue, generadly areless
wdll regarded than gold, coins, and possessions by most people, and
especidly by thosein power.”

“How do you know so much about me?’ asked Kharl. “It iswritten
withinyou,” answered Dayala. “Y our spirit holds the honest darkness
of order, and your thoughts the power of chaos. Y our back and your
ribs bear witness to the crudlty of others. Y our captain isagood man,
and hethinkswell of you.”

“But the seais not your home,” added Justen, “athough it can help you
find where you belong.”



“Where might that be?’

Justen laughed. “ That's up to you. But... if you chooseto leave where
you were born, you will need to return there before you depart to make
anew home. Otherwise, both will war within you.”

Daydafrowned.
“Did | say something wrong? Again?’ asked Justen.
Kharl looked from Justen to Dayaa.

“Intime,” she said, “when you are sure, return home, and do what you
must do. Do it with care, and with thought, and not with hatred. Hatred
will destroy you.”

The two druids |ooked at each other and nodded, then stepped
avay.

Kharl felt so dazed that he just watched for amoment, then started to
follow them.

From the ladder she was descending, Daydalooked at Kharl. “Wedl
must find ourselves by ourselves. Only after that can we find others.”

Kharl stopped, then waited atime before descending and walking back
to the quarterdeck.

Furwy! appeared. “ Areyou dl right?’

“I'm fine. Surprised, alittle dazed.” Kharl shook hishead. “They did
something to my ribs... took away most of the pain.”

Thefirgt amiled, wryly. “Lucky man. Mot folksthey leave done. Only
heard of them hedling afew. All of 'em lived to ahedlthy old age.” He
paused. “ Good omen for the rest of the voyage.”



It might be, but wasit agood omen for Kharl? Theidea of having to
return to Brysta-for any reason-wasn't exactly appeding. Not at al.

LVI

Ihe next trading leg-from Diehl to Southport-was the longest yet
between Candarian ports, taking seven days, partly because of the
tacking required, and because Hagen used the Seastag's engine
gparingly to avoid burning any more cod than he had to. It was a'so
busier for Kharl and Tarkyn, with dl therigging repairs necessitated by
the Gallosian cannon, repairsthat they had put off because of the rough
sess between Ruzor and Diehl and had not finished in Diehl.

The Seastag neared the outer edge of Southport harbor in
midmorn-ing, under harbor rigging and with the paddle whedls
providing agood portion of the ship's headway in the light quartering
breeze. Kharl stood on the foredeck, enjoying the luxury of not having
to be apart of the

winch or deck crew and looking out across the blue waters of the
harbor toward the dwellings scattered on the hillside above the harbor,
white structures set amid the greenery. While the buildings of Southport
looked far more recently constructed than any of the Candarian ports
wherethe Seastag had so far docked, the port had a very different
feding-at least to Kharl. Wasthat because he wasfindly feding heded?

Kharl couldn't help but frown as Hagen brought the Seastag past the
outer breakwater, along rampart of white stone stacked together, but
not mortared or joined. Cut stones, he redlized, but stones later
broken, then piled to form the breakwater. Or had the breskwater
once been awhite stonewall againgt the Eastern Ocean, awall broken
by time-or cannon? Or the remnants of something else piled into the
offshore waters?

Tarkyn stepped up beside Kharl. “ Good to be in awarmer port. Not
so gray and chill here. Not too haot, elther, not like Swartheld.”



“Isdl of Hamor hot dl thetime?’

“Some of it'sjust warm. Mogtly, it'shot.” Tarkyn snorted. “Atlasthe
worst. Like standing between apair of cod stoves. Happy were not

going therethisvoyage.”

Kharl saw four long piers, two without shipstied a them. He didn't see
apilot boat, but the Seastag continued toward an empty pier. “How
does he know which pier? Or doesit matter?’

“In Southport? It matters. The Marshd's Armsll make you move your
vess if you're three rods off center in your berth.” Tarkyn pointed.

“ See the white banner with the green square? And the flag with the
number one? Tellsthe captain he's got the first berth on that pier.”

The paddle wheels dowed asthe Seastag neared the designated pier,
where two line-handlers waited.

“Forward line!” ordered Bemyr. “Aft line”

Oncethelines were secured to the white bollards, the paddle wheels
thwupped to ahalt, and the deck crew walked the Seastag in toward
thepier.

“Doubleup! Makeit lively!” ordered Bemyr.

The Seastag was soon snug against the fenders that cushioned her
planks from the pier, along solid structure entirely of white stone, dl of
the same shade, but with stones of differing lengths and thicknesses.
Kharl could aso sense something odd about the way the pier felt, as
though it were ancient. He looked to Tarkyn, standing beside him.
“What do you know about Southport?’

“It'sjust another port.”

Kharl looked at the sections of white stone that comprised the pier. He
could sense that deep within the stone there was chaos overlaid and
linked with order. “1 don't think so.”



“Y ou don't think so?’

“Y our second'sright, Tarkyn,” said Ghart from behind the two
carpenters. “ Some say it'sthe oldest port in Candar. That pier there,
the Marshd of Southwind had it built some two centuries back, al out
of stone dredged from the harbor bottom. Came up without moss, just
likeit'd been fresh-quarried. See how sharp thelines are. No one knew
how long it had been there, either.”

“Another of your stories.” Tarkyn snorted.

“Ask the captain, if you don't believe me. Or one of the Marshd's
Arms, if you dare.”

Tarkyn just grunted, not looking at the second mate. Kharl repressed
agmile

“I'll be giving the in-port deck watch schedule, carpenters,” Ghart
added. “ Tarkyn, you'll be having the afternoon watches, and Kharl,
you'l be having the evening watches for the first two days. Thenyou
two will switch. We don't have that much to off-load here, but well be
staying afew daysto give the crew abreak. That's what the captain

promised.”

“Can | go ashorefor ahit after were secured?’” Kharl asked. “Don't
see why not, so long asyou're back by thefifth glass past

“Thank you.” Kharl nodded and dlipped down to the carpenter shop,
where he reclaimed his gaff. Then he made hisway back to the main
deck, carrying the black staff. He had decided to take it, whether or
not it falsay marked him as a blackstaffer. Hed seen enough to redlize
that Candar was a dangerous place, at least as deadly to the
unprepared as... He struggled for acomparison... as Brysta had been



for

him?

Ghart looked at Kharl-and the gtaff. “ Remember. Back by the fifth
glas”

“I'll be here,” Kharl promised.

Ghart just nodded.

Kharl walked down the gangway and aong the white stone surface of
the pier toward the harbor buildings and the city beyond. The stone

blocks of the pier had clearly come from different structures, but from
what he could see, there were no markings, no letters, and no
inscriptions on the stone. Who would have gone to the trouble of
cutting so much stone without so much asasingleletter or carving?
And why, if Ghart had been telling the truth, would the stone have been
dumped into the bottom of the harbor?

At the foot of the pier stood two women, each wearing an armless blue
tunic over along-deeved white undertunic. In one hand, each held a
long truncheon. Each aso wore two scabbards suspended from their
leather belts, holding paired shortswords, one on each side, the kind
reputed to have been used by the women of Westwind and the Legend.

Thetaller woman looked at the saff. * Y ou intending to stay here?’

Kharl had to concentrate. The way the woman spoke was different.
After amoment, he shook his head. “1'm the carpenter second on the
Seastag.”

“Why the $aff?”

“I wasgivenitin Nylan and told to discover who | was. So | sgned on
as crew. After awhile, the captain decided my experience as a cooper



fitted meto help the carpenter.”

The patroller-or Marshd's Arm, if that was what she happened to
be-nodded. “Maost won't trouble you.” She paused. “Y ou looking for

anything?”

“Just some time on land, maybe something to eat. Have to be back
beforelong.”

“Enjoy yourself. Best taverns are beyond Third Circle.”

“Thank you.” Kharl nodded politely and continued past the two and
toward a squarish structure set on the other side of the stone-paved
avenuefronting al the piers. Behind him, he could sense the two
patrollerstalking, but not what they said.

He walked past the square white stone building with the lettered sgn on
onesde. Thefirg line, he could read. It said: Port-Midtress. Thelines
below werein different languages. One, from the swirls of the letters,

he thought was the old tongue, and he suspected the third linewasin
Hamorian. The fourth-that one he couldn't even have guessed.

There was actudly asignpost on the avenue, proclaiming it as First
Circle. That probably meant that &l the roads around the harbor were
circles. Kharl decided to follow First Circlefor at least afew blocks,
heading more toward what 1ooked to be the center of Southport.

After hewalked past the warehouses west of the port-misiresss
building, Kharl passed alarge chandlery, then a cooperage. Both were
wooden-framed buildings, painted shades of blue. He continued on,
walking past a cotton factor's. Looking down the avenue, he just saw
more shops and warehouses, some of white stone, others of plank and
timber, but dl in some combination of white and blue.

A number of wagons, most drawn by two horses, passed him, some
heading in his direction, others passed him in the direction of the pier
holding the Seastag. Some of the teamsters were men, but an equa



number were women. The next cross street headed to hisright, up a
gradua dope, and bore the name Hill Road. Kharl turned onto i,
immediately passing asmall spice shop and another shop that displayed
vidsof ails, aromatic oils, he surmised from the scents that wafted into
the Strest.

At the next corner, opposite a cafe of some sort, he stopped and
studied the area, taking in a cabinetmaker's establishment acrossfrom
the cafe, and a potter's beyond that. Most of the shops and dwellings
had front porches with long, overhanging eaves, and rain barrels set at
the cornersto catch runoff from thetiled roofs.

Looking beyond the intersection, Kharl could see, farther uphill, where
Hill Road continued and turned to the northeadt, risng evenly toward a
gap in the forested hillside above the regularly spaced dwellings on the
lower hillsde. He looked at the hillside higher till, noting that despite
the covering of treesthere was a pattern, most asif the entire hillsde
had once been smoothed, then regular sets of rounded mounds, all of
differing sizes, had been placed there, with the trees being added later.
Therewas something... He nodded to himsdlf. Buildings, or dwellings,
had once been spaced there, on each side of long and regular streets,
and they had covered the entire hillside, and they had fdlen into ruins
and been covered by time and vegetation. That also suggested that few,
if any, people had lived in the area, because the ruined dwellings had
not been extensvely quarried for building stones. The cooper walked
on uphill for more than akay before the houses began to thin out, each
having more ground, including smal orchards with treesin orderly rows
and stone-walled meadows. The wall stoneswere nestly cut and
mortared, but even from the side of the road where he walked, Kharl
sensed 'that they were old.

A young woman walked downhill toward the center of Southport,
pushing a handcart and accompanied by agirl who barely cameto her

waist. Asthetwo neared him, Kharl saw, in the railed space on the top
of the handcart, severa baskets covered with cloths.



Her eyes strayed from Kharl to the staff, and afaint smile crossed her
lips as she spoke.

Kharl didn't understand a syllable of the clipped words, dthough he
thought she was asking him to buy something. At that point, he noted
the single shortsword at her belt.

She spoke again, hdtingly, in what was not her native tongue. “The
buns... thebest.”

Kharl was hungry. That he had to admit. “ How much?’
Shelooked puzzled.

Kharl fished two coppers out of hiswalet and held up one.
She shook her head.

He held up two.

She nodded and lifted the cloth off the top of abasket set in arack on
the cart. Then she pointed to the raisin buns and held up onefinger.
Kharl handed over the two coppers and waited to see her reaction.
She studied the coins, then nodded.

Kharl took the largest bun, easly the Size of asmdl loaf. “Thank you.”
She amiled alagt time before continuing onward.

Kharl found that it took him little timeto et the entire bun. Ashe
finished, helicked hisfingers and wished he had an de, but al he had
seen on the road nearby were dwellings.

Severd thoughts crossed his mind. First, he wondered about the
woman with her daughter. The patrollersin Southport had spoken a
verson of Brystan, or perhaps Brystan was aversion of what the
patrollers spoke. .. but the woman had not. Was another language
spoken in Southport? Or did the patrollers at the port know two



tongues? He hadn't thought about it, but he certainly should have.

The second thought was more troubling. Why was he climbing up the
road? He'd started out just to look around, but he had found himself
amost compelled to continue uphill. Why? He studied the road and the
dwellings, their neetly tended gardens and orchards that had aready
fruited and been picked, with the trees leaves graying for winter.

Therewasapull of some sort. Not exactly like the white mist or the
blackness of Nylan, but smilar, and it seemed to be coming from
somewhere dightly uphill and to the east. After amoment, Kharl shook
his

head and resumed walking. After another hundred cubits, hefound his
feet turning right onto alane that wound away from the main road. The
lane turned more to the east and, after several hundred rods, passed

through two stone posts, half-buried in berry bushes and set nearly fifty

cubits gpart.

Ahead was amuch larger mound-one that was aleast three hundred
cubitsin length and fifty high. It had no treesupon it, just low bushes
and tal grasses. Kharl stopped well short of where the foot-trod path
cameto agradua end in browning grass and blotted hisforehead. All
the walking had | eft him warmer than he had anticipated.

There was a sense of sadness, of ancient sorrow, emanating from the
mound, and the fedling of attraction had subsided. Khrl kept looking,
but he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He could only sense adiffuse
and ancient chaos emanating from the mound, and that chaos was
subtly but clearly different from that which he had experienced with the
whitewizard.

“Wadl... haveyou figured it out yet?’

Kharl turned to see athin white-haired woman, wearing afaded gray
tunic trimmed with scarlet, agarment that appeared dmost military, yet
onethat wastailored to her. A miasmaof blackness surrounded her, as



it had the magein Nylan.
“I beg your pardon?’ he said politely.

“What drew you here, of course.” She pointed to his staff. “ That'sthe
black staff of abeginning mage. Most never make it beyond that. With
your age, you're probably one of them.”

“I'm not amage. I'm just aship's carpenter taking awalk,” he replied.
“What are you doing here?’

“Getting late berries from back there, and, when | fed likeit, waiting
for folk likeyou. They al come here, sooner or later.” Her laugh was
knowing, but full and dmost soft, not the sort of cackle Kharl would
have expected from a gaunt white-haired woman with eyesthat had
seen too much. “It'sthe power in the mound. What would you do with
it, if you could?’

Kharl thought about denying what he'd sensed, then shrugged.
“Nothing. | wouldn't know where to start. Anyway, it's the wrong kind
of power for me. Could bethat anyjdndis.”

“Power will cometo you,” shereplied. “Best you think about how you
will useit, or it will end up using you.” Sheturned.

“Isthat al you haveto say?’ Kharl asked.

The woman stopped and hdf turned. “What else would you have me
ssy?

“I don't know... Y ou have acertain power yoursdf...”

She laughed once more. “Nothing at dl, atrifle. When you seetrue
black power, you will understand that. At least, | would hope so. Good
day, carpenter.” Sheturned and walked through the grass and
northward into the bushes.... and then disappeared.

Kharl just looked for atime, then shook his head. He studied the



mound once more, but could find nothing beyond the ancient sadness
and strange buried combination of order and chaos. He finally walked
back to Hill Road and downhill toward the harbor. When he reached
Third Circle, remembering what the harbor patroller had said, he turned
southwest, searching for a cafe or tavern that looked both inviting and
not terribly codtly.

Inthefirst block hewaked aong after turning off Hill Road, he passed
agoldsmith's, then acopperamith'sand ajeweer's, while on the south
Sde of the street, he could make out a shop window filled with fine
cabinetry of al types, and another displaying agray cloak trimmedina
gold brocade. A tal gray-haired woman in shimmering black trousers,
awhite shirt, agray jacket-and the paired shortswords at her
belt-nodded as she passed him. An older man, aso well dressed, but in
arich dark gray tunic and jacket and without weapons, smiled politely.

Kharl had the definite fedling thet, while there might be tavernson Third
Circle, hiswallet would befar lighter if he opped in any of them. He
decided to walk another block or so before heading down closer to the
harbor.

“Carpenter! Ser!”

Kharl turned at the cdll, because he couldn't imagine anyone caling him
that unlessit was someone from the Seastag. He saw a sailor standing
beside a patroller outside a shop across the street. In the doorway was
atradesman in aleather vest, gesturing animatedly to the patroller.

Kharl crossed the street and stopped severa cubits short of thetrio,
now standing in front of anarrow window displaying variousitems
crafted from slver. It took amoment for him to recal the sailor's name.

“Yes, Hasyn?’
“Ser... they think | took something... but | didn't.”

“Wexalt saysthat your sailor made off with an object from his counter.”
The patroller was an older but muscular woman in the same armless



blue tunic as those worn by the harbor patrollers. She held asimilar
truncheon, with the shortswords at her belt, and inclined her head to the
tradesman.

Kharl didiked the tradesman on sight, although his face was open and
guildess, and he offered an gpologetic smile. “ Can't afford to lose
thingsthese days.”

The words were fase, genuine as they sounded, and Kharl tried not to
show hisdidike and skepticism.

“Ser... | didn't take nothing... | didnt.”

Kharl looked at the patroller, then at the merchant, who carried the
faintest hint of the unseen white chaos. “What is he supposed to have
taken?’

“Helifted aslver rose. He must have dropped it when he knew held

Kharl looked at Flasyn. “Why were you in the slversmith's shop?’

“Ser... my Berye... she... wdll... | waslookin' for something specia
for her, but hetold meto leave, and seem' as | wasn't welcome, | left
draghtaway...”

The man'swordsfelt true, and Kharl turned to the merchant. “Do you
do the slver work?’

“What sort of ...”
“I just wondered. Y ou don't seem like asilversmith.”

“My brother handles that. | take care of the accounts.” Kharl nodded,
looking more directly at the man. “ Did you see Flasyn take thisrose?’

“It was missing. No one else was in the shop recently.” Kharl forced a
smile. “That could well be, but that does not mean Flasyn took it, or



that anyone did. That'swhy | asked if you had seen him takeit.” The
carpenter fingered his beard. “ Can you honestly say you saw thisrose
in the shop just before Flasyn camein?’

“He'sthethief! Y ou should be questioning him.” Kharl turned to
Flasyn. “Did you touch anything in hisshop?’

“No, sar. Couldn't have. Only thingsthat are out are big stuff, trays.”
The patroller looked at Kharl and the dark staff, then at the merchant,
then back at Kharl. “Isthat staff yours?’

“Itis, ser”
“Wheredid you get it, if | might ask?’
“It was given to mein Nylan by the Brethren who-"

“Thought s0.” The patroller looked to the merchant. “Do you really
want to make that complaint, Wexat?’

The merchant licked hislips nervoudy. “1 could have been mistaken, |
suppose. Itismissing, but | didn't seehimtakeit...”

“I thought it might be something likethat...” The patroller smiled at
Kharl. “Better take your man back to your ship, ser.”

“Well be heading back.” Kharl fixed hiseyeson Flasyn. “Now.”
“Ah... yes ser.”

As he turned toward the harbor and the outer pier that held the Seastag
, Kharl did hear the patroller'swords.

“... better be more careful, Wexalt... red staff... no one can even hold
one of those unlessit'stheirs... anyone who holds one doesnt lie...
you'd look likeafodl... andif anything happensto one of those
blackgtaffers... doesn't often... usudly anyonewho triesends up
dead... not too patient with gamesthat hurt folk...”



Kharl had hoped to have abite to eat, but he was going to haveto
forgo that. He aso had more to think about, especially about the
comments of thewoman on the hillsde.

LVII

In the growing darkness of the late-fal evening, Kharl stood on the
quarterdeck by the gangway, looking blankly down at the white stones
of the pier, then up to the west, above the hills beyond Southport.
There, the sky was fading from a deep purple to aviolet blackness, and
the starswere so clear that they seemed not to twinkle at dl. Theair
was gill comfortably warm, and only a hint of abreeze blew in from off
the Eastern Ocean to the south.

“Any of the crew back yet, carpenter?’

Kharl turned to face Furwyl. “Not yet, ser.” Except for Flasyn, and he
wasn't about to mention that to thefirgt.

“Most of them won't be back until after Bemyr relievesyou. They
missed shoreleave in Ruzor. Be harder for some of them here.”

Since Furwyl seemed in atalking mood, Kharl asked, “Why would
that be?*

“ Southport's another place where the Legend is strong. Marsha of
Southwind is awoman. Women run things. Y ou saw thosetwin
short-swords the Arms carry?’

“They're Westwind-type blades, aren't they?”’

“That they are, and they can throw them aswell asuse onein each
hand. Most women here are armed, and they won't hesitate to use
them. They'll aso use them on any man who seemsto be getting the
better of awoman. That said... some of them like sailorsalot, but they
want to do the choosing. Some of the crew have ahard timewith that.”



“What happens?’

“The captain hasto pay their way out of the wayfarers gaol.” Furwyl
laughed. “Usudly meansthey end up owing agood chunk of their crew
share to the captain. They remember that. It's about the only thing that
some of them recdll. Let meknow if thereésany trouble. I'll bein my
cabin”

While thefird's cabin waslittle more than a pantry-sized oblong with
two bunks, he didn't usudly have to share it with anyone, Kharl
reflected. “Yes, ser.”

The deck was empty, and dim, the only lights being the stem and stern
night lanterns, and the larger lantern that shed faint illumination on the
quarterdeck and the top of the gangway.

It had been a strange day, as many had been in the past two seasons.
Something had happened to him. Everyone looked at him differently.
But was that just because of the staff? Or had they dways and he just
hadn't seen it? Or had it happened sometimein the last eightdays? He
fingered his beard.

It couldn't be just the gtaff. HeEd been having problems with some
people before that. HE'd angered Egen by keeping him from Sanyle.
Why had he done that? Not becauise anyone had told him, but because
he had felt that what Egen had been doing waswrong. Why had he felt
that? Because he had fdlt it. There wasn't a better answer.

He nodded dowly.

That suggested to him that doing the right thing was attuned to order, to
the blackness he had seenin Nylan, in the druids, and in the

't

strange woman on the hillsde. He had dways sensed it, but never
thought much about it. He had just accepted those feglings, but others



had not. Charee had been more concerned with how what he did
affected the family. While Charee would never have harmed anyone,
she aso would not have gone out of her way to help someoneif it might
cause trouble for her or her children. Kharl had done what he felt was
right, without thinking, and the result had been disastrous.

He frowned again. He didn't want to be like Charee-he couldn't be
that way. Y et doing as he had been doing was going to get himin
trouble again, before long. What could he do differently?

Helaughed softly to himself. The answer was what the woman on the
hill had said-to think about how to use his enhanced senses. Not to act
thoughtlesdy from hisfedings but to learn to think about how to act in
response to others actions. In away, he had done that with Flasyn,
without truly understanding why. He'd only known that saying that the
merchant was the thief would have only made matters worse.

Kharl looked out to the white oblong that wasthe pier. Despite the
lack of light, it seemed clear enough to him. Hisnight Sight had always
been good, but lately, or since leaving Brysta, it had seemed even
better. But wasit his eyes?

Musing on that thought, he closed hiseyes and tried to sensethe pier
and the gangway. Even without looking, they seemed clear to him. Was
that just hisimagination?

He concentrated on the nearest part of the Seastag's railing, then
reached out and tried to place his hand just above the varnished
surface. He opened his eyes.

Evenin the dimness he could tell that hisfingers were but a span above
the wood, and for the first time, he knowingly perceived the difference
between what he was sensing and what he was seeing. He shivered as
he stood there on the quarterdeck in the darkness, a darkness that was
far lessthan that to him.

What next? He had alittle more power than he once had had. He



frowned. No... he had known that the staff had given him some power,
or he had thought it had been the staff, but from what the magein
Nylan had said, the two druidsin Diehl, and the woman on the hill, and
what he had just discovered. .. he had dways had the ability. He just
had not known it. Hislife had been like that-aways learning late what
he should have known earlier.

That would have to change. How... he wasn't quite sure, but whether it
meant reading more of The Basis of Order and trying to find thingsin
the book that he could do-or try-he had to so something more than
travel and watch and react.

He had to.

LVIII

Three days|ater, the Seastag steamed out of Southport and headed
westward. Kharl found himself glad to be at sea, because he'd spent
much of the in-port time working with ashipwright)to replace the meta
rigging fittings that the Galosan cannon had damaged or blown away.
He'd decided against any more expensive medls, and read several more
chapters of The Basis of Order. After three and ahdf days at ses,
when Seastag tied up at arickety wooden pier in Dellash, Kharl was
gtill trying to figure out how he could put some of what he read into
actud practice.

No one had told Kharl much about Dellash, so that held findly had to
ask Ghart, who had told him that Dellash was the port on theide of
Esdian. That Kharl had known, but not that it had been held by Lord
Fentrel until, lessthan ten years before, the Duke of Delapra had
enlisted arenegade wizard to bring down the hold around Fentrel, then
takentheide.

The Seastag was the only ocean trader in the port that afternoon, and
Kharl had taken The Basis of Order up on deck to read, since he
would be taking the evening in-port deck watch once more. He had



seitled himsdlf on the foredeck, with his back againgt therailing, out of
the brisk northerly wind, and was debating where to begin, when he
heard voices.

“... runatight ship, Hagen...”

“... don't keep a ship unless you do, honored Synadar. Would you like
to go below to discuss matters?’

“... nothing to discuss we can't say out here. Y ou have the brimstone?’
“That we do-dl hundred and fifty stone. It was arather costly
cargo.”

Kharl frowned. The customs enumerator at Ruzor had claimed the
brimstone was two hundred stone. Or was the other fifty stonefor
another buyer? That had to be the answer, but Kharl wondered who
the other buyer might be.

“How 07’

“The Prefect of Galloswished to purchaseit. We had to leave Ruzor
rather quickly.”

“And you sold him none?’

“No,” replied Hagen. “I did not know for whom you acted. Wereiit
him, | saved you coins. Were it someone a odds with him... that
would have been even lesswise”

“ Some captains would not have shown such. .. restraint...”

“Some captains might call it stupidity to overlook aquick and high
profit,” replied Hagen. “ Those are the oneswho will die coinless or
with aknifein the back.”

“Stupidity? Y ou have such contempt for extra coins?’



“I like coin as much asthe next man,” Hagen said. “But you don't enjoy
them by betraying committed buyers. Not for long.”

“Such noble words, such honesty...” Synadar'slaugh was mocking.
“Soehicd...”

Hagen laughed. “ Y ou have your cargo of brimstone. Would you haveit
wereit not s0?’

“No... but you would not have ported here.”

“Nor would | have ever been able to, and what would that have cost
me, year after year?’

“So much for your vaunted honesty, Hagen...”
“Areyou ready to have it off-loaded?’
“Such hagte”

“Hasteindeed,” Hagen agreed. “ Haste to obtain your coins. Y ou surely
understand that?’

“I have them in the strongbox. Come. .. you can inspect them and begin
off-loading.”

Kharl did not budge as the two men moved away.

He had felt Hagen's honesty, and the chaotic dishonor of the trader.
Hagen had acted fairly and honorably, but under the guise of
sf-interest, and the trader had accepted sdlf-interest even while he
had scorned the ideas of fairness. Was that deception on Hagen's part?

Did the book have any passages on deception and honesty? Kharl

began to leaf through the pages until he found a section that looked like
it might address his questions.

The greatest danger in practicing deception is not the reaction of others,



whether it be anger or cupidity. A greater danger isthe cultivation of
contempt for that which is. Deception is a practice of contempt,
contempt for those whom one would deceive, and contempt for the
world asitis. Just as understanding what is must be thefirst step
toward using order, contempt for atrue vison isthefirst step toward
being the tool of power rather than its enlightened user....

Kharl nodded. That made sense, but it didn't offer him anything to
do...
He kept reading. In time, he came to another section.

... often those inexperienced in using order will force raw order upon
an object, thinking that such an effort will strengthen the object. Such
an effort will indeed strengthen the object, even asit weakensthe one
who attemptsthis, but only so long as the would-be mage lavishes his
grength. When his strength is spent, the object will become once more
asit was. Far better isto study the object, and to learn how it istied
together with order and chaos, and to gently change those bondsin
keeping with what the object is, for if weak bonds are properly
replaced by strong bonds within the object itself, those bonds will
remain strengthened, just as black iron remains stronger than iron
forged without ordering...

Kharl sat up. He had black iron on his g&ff, and there wereiron
bracketsin the carpenter shop. Could he compare the two somehow?
He closed the book and stood, uncailing in the brisk afternoon wind
and stretching, before heading below.

The shop was empty, and Kharl eased his staff out of the overhead bin
where he had replaced it and set it on the narrow bench against the
bulkhead. Then he took out an iron bracket and set it on the bench,
directly besde the banded section at one end of the staff.

Helooked at the two metas. The black iron was darker, indeed



blackish to the sight, while theiron of the bracket wasaduller gray. He
couldn't compare their weights, and he already knew that the black iron
was harder. So he closed his eyes and tried to sense the difference
between the two. Almost ingtantly, he could fed the aura of darkness
tied to the black iron.

He opened his eyes, and he till saw the difference. Was that because
he was learning how to use some sort of order-sensing? Hetried to
sense the linkages or ordering within the black iron. At firgt, nothing
happened. All he could fed was the order-darkness. But he knew
there was more there. He tried to seeiif he could sense adifferencein
the grain of the metal. That made a difference, because the iron bracket
somehow felt rough, dmost jagged, in comparison to the black iron
bands on the staff.

Could he make plainiron into black iron? Somehow, the bracket
looked large and heavy, even though it was only dightly larger than his
hand and but afraction of athumbspan in thickness. Kharl bent down
and looked in the bins below the bench, where he found an iron nail.
He straightened and set it on the bench beside the staff.

Then he concentrated on sensing just how the black iron felt, how the
grain of the meta almost locked together. Could he somehow smooth
the “roughness’ of the nail into apattern like that of the staff bands? He
tried just imagining, visudizing that change. Nothing happened.

Could he use his order-sense more like aforge hammer, in aregular
rhythm, striking, shaping?

How long he concentrated on that Kharl was not sure, except that a
good quarter glass had passed, and the nail was darker-not quite with
the smooth orderedness of the staff's black iron, but far more ordered
and... solid.

Ashelooked at the nail, hefdt light-headed and had to reach out and
steady himsdlf with a hand on the bench. He looked down at theiron
nail once more, which was no longer gray iron, but aform of black iron.



“l didit...” he murmured.
But hefdt so wesk-and dl for alittle nall.

He sat down on Tarkyn's stool and took out the book. Doggedly, he
began to skim through pages.

Black iron should only be created while being forged. .. atempting to
change less-ordered cold iron into black iron is possible only with gresat
effort, enough to exhaust even the strongest of mages. ..

Kharl didn't know whether to shake his head or laugh. Once more, he
had amost gotten himself into danger because he hadn't been patient
enough. He took adeep breath, then reached out and dipped the black
iron nall into hiswalet. Sometime, he might find ausefor it, but if not, it
might be agood reminder that he needed to try to learn more before he
acted.

Then, that had always been his problem-except where he had not acted
aal.

LIX

Once through the Straits of Esdliaand past Summerdock, where the
Seastag did not port, Hagen brought the ship onto a courseto the
northwest for most of the day. In late afternoon, as Kharl took a break
from working on areplacement for atop gaff that had splintered, and
stood near the bow, he checked the position of the sun. Then he
glanced to starboard, where he could just make out the thin line of
darknessthat wasland. From what he could tell, the ship was headed
back eastward. A glass or so earlier, Kharl had felt that the ship had
begun to pitch more than earlier in the day, and ahead, the swellswere

deeper.

He glanced up. Rhyllawas standing just forward of the paddie whedls.
Kharl walked toward the third mate.
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“Carpenter. How are you coming with that gaff?’

“Be done later this afternoon.” Kharl gestured toward the distant shore.
“Thought we were headed to Hamor.”

“We are. The captain heard that the Suntasan went aground night
before last, broke her back on the reefs of Cape Feer. So we're
headed to

Biehl first. He didn't tell anyone, not even the officers, until wewere
clear of Ddllash.”

Kharl cocked his head. “ Arewetrying to get to pick up acargo that
the Suntasan would have taken?’

“It's cargo-fine china. Captain thinks we can take their cartage. No one
elseknowsyet.” Rhyllapaused. “ Some skippers know that the
Suntasan went aground, and there might be some that know Captain
Ceagir was the regular shipper for the chinafolk, but the oneswho
know that don't seem to bein this part of the Eastern Ocean. Captain
thought it wasworth atry.”

“Chinasworth that much?’

“Thisisvery specid china, for the emperor's household. Thereare
amog dways specid shipmentsin latefall, and they haveto get to
Swartheld before the turn of the year. That's what the captain said. We
might even get abonusif it works out.”

“There any pirates around here?’ Kharl'stone was dry, not quiteironic.
“I'd heard of Delapran pirates.”

“Mog of them werekilled or hanged.” Rhyllalaughed. “Thered... not
inthese waters, thistime of year. Pirateswould be east of Biehl,

looking for better pickings. Besides, there wouldn't be many buyersfor
stolen chinamarked for the Emperor of Hamor. Pirates like goods that



can't betraced. Most thievesdo.”

Kharl nodded. That wastrue of other malefactors, even lordly ones.
Egen certainly tried to keep his deeds hidden. “ Better get below and
back to work.”

LX

TC

In the late afternoon of threeday, Kharl stood just aft of the bowsprit,
looking out at the town of Biehl, wondering if he should go ashore and
try to find a decent place to eat. After atime, anything tasted better
than ship fare, dthough not too many eightdays earlier, he would not
havefdt that way. He amiled at that thought.

Age hung over Biehl, so much so that the carpenter wondered if it

had ever been new. The stone edges of the single pier were rounded,
asif every sharp corner had been worn away by time and water.
Seaward from the pier was another set of gray columns and dark
stones barely covered by harbor waters, the remnants of another pier.
The one pier that held the Seastag jutted out into the River Behla, a
narrow river that, from the marshy grassthat choked both shores
farther inland, had once been far larger.

Across the stone causeway that doubled as harbor wall and access
road to the pier was a short row of structures-their lower levels
plastered and painted a pale blue. Both plaster and paint were worn
away in places, exposing the old yellow brick beneath. The upper
levels of those buildings were of weathered planks buried beneath
layersof pant.

A much-painted but faded sign bearing the crossed candles of a
chandlery was set above the sagging porch of the building just across
from the foot of the pier where the Seastr.g wastied. To theleft of the
chandlery was a cooperage, its frontage less than haf that of what



Kharl'shad beenin Brysta. A third building boreno sign at al.

Kharl turned, trying to make out the ruinsthat Furwyl claimed lay on
the eastern sde of theriver, but he could seelittle above the marsh
grass except irregular patches of trees. The mixed odors of dead fish,
mud, and st water swirled around Kharl in the late-afternoon breeze
that gusted off the blue-black water north beyond the harbor.
Whitecaps topped the choppy harbor waves.

To the northwest of the pier, well beyond the harbor and the dwellings,
was asmd| bluff lessthan twenty cubits higher than the water of the
harbor. At the top of the bluff was along pile of stones, from which
grew bushes and occasiond trees. Kharl thought that the stones might
have once been afort guarding the harbor, but it was clear that it had
been generations since the fort had been used-if indeed it had been a
forta dl.

“Fedslikeit'sdying, doesnt it?’ asked Ghart, from behind Kharl.
“Thetown?It does,” Kharl replied. “Did we get that china?’

“Captain says we got the china consgnment, and that we've even got
spacefor someclay.”

“Clay?

“Biehl clay isthe best in Candar, maybe anywhere in theworld. Has
been so long as anyone can remember. We can stow it just above the
bilges, replace some of the bdlast, and sdll it in Hamor.

Beloading tomorrow, setting out early the next morning.”

“Somehow. .. hadn't thought you could make coinson clay.” Kharl
laughed.

“Y ou can make coins on just about anything, if you buy it chegp
enough,” Ghart pointed out. “ Captain's dwaystelling usthat it matters
more what price you buy at than what price you sdll. Y ou buy low



enough, and you can sdll anywhere at a profit. Even in Swartheld, with
al the world trying to undercut you.”

“That'sif thequality'sgood,” Kharl said.
Ghart grinned. “He saysthat, too.”
Someone cleared histhroat, and Kharl turned.

“I'm headed ashore,” Tarkyn said to Kharl. “Need some de, and
anything besides ship fare. Want to join me?’

“I'dlikethat.” Kharl had no in-port deck watch until midday the next
day, and he liked the thought of eating with Tarkyn, rather than aone.
“They take our coins here?’

“Folks here will take any land's coins, with pleasure.” Tarkyn gestured.
13 Ca,ri rg?1
“If my coin'sgood, I'm with you.”

“Have agood time, carpenters,” Ghart called, asthe two headed down
the gangway.

Tarkyn snorted. “Never have agood time, not one that doesn't cost
more than you'd want to pay, or more than that, but there'sawaysa
chancefor good fare.”

“Or better than ship fare,” Kharl pointed out.
“Not hard to do better 'n that.”

Kharl followed Tarkyn's lead asthe older man turned | eft on the
causeway, and the two walked south toward the main part of the
ancient town.

“Haven't beenin Biehl inyears” Tarkyn glanced a the chandlery.
“Looks about the same, shabbier maybe. But it'd be hard to get much
shabbier. There's a better tavern down here, past the old square and



acrossthe way. Used to be, anyway.”

Kharl followed the older carpenter down two long blocks, past
warehouses, some boarded shut and others with doors that sagged on
their hinges. Nothing they passed could have been built in Kharl's
lifetime, and he wondered if some of them had even seen paint or stain
inthat time.

Three blocks away from the harbor, the two men reached a square of
sorts, an area once paved with smooth granite, but close to haf of the
paving stones had been replaced with bricks or cobblestones or, in
some places, with clay. In the center was an obdlisk, and unlike the
stones of the town, it was sharp-edged, a crisp stone monument at
odds with the decay that surrounded it.

Kharl could sense that the stone had been reinforced with order, order
forced into and through the very essence of the granite, an ancient
order. “What's that? Do you know?’

“Locastold meit'sasold as Biehl, maybe older, to some ancient
emperor of Cyador. Maybe he came from here. Lots of old and
grange thingsin Candar, especidly inthewest.” Tarkyn shrugged. “We
go down that street there.”

The street to which Tarkyn pointed looked to hold structures merely
old, as opposed to ancient, and most had been maintained. The Crown
was anarrow building, less than twenty cubits wide, sandwiched
between afelter's and an unmarked structure that might have been a
boardinghouse, or something less reputable.

A rotund woman in blue met them just insde the door. “ The two of
you?’

It took Kharl a moment to understand her words.

Tarkyn had no such difficulty and replied immediately. “Two, for
wpm_”



Despite the narrowness of the place-and Kharl wasn't sure what to call
it, because it was neither cafe nor tavern-it was deep enough to hold a
good ten tablesin the public room. Most of the tables were taken, and
the woman seated them at asmdler table dong thewall.

“Hopeit'sasgood aslast time,” said Tarkyn.
“When waslast time?’

“Maybeten... deven yearsback.” The older carpenter smiled. “Things
don't change so much here.”

A younger woman appeared. She looked to the older carpenter.
“A good dark de,” Tarkyn said.
“Lager. Pdedeif you dont haveit,” added Kharl.

The woman nodded, then said, “ Tonight we have poached seatrout,
fresh caught, with pasneti noodles. We a so have boar steak with fried
apples and baked golden yams. We aso have net noodles with the fish
stew, and chops with fried potatoes. Everything isfive coppers.”

“The chops, not overdone,” replied Tarkyn.

“The boar steak,” Kharl added, glad he had brought asilver or two
with his coppers.

“Thank you.” With asmile, the woman stepped away from them and
turned toward the rear of the public room, presumably toward a
kitchen.

“Good food costs more.” Tarkyn stretched and took a deep breath.
“True anywhereyou go.”

“Y ou must know the good placesto eat in every port.”

“Some don't have any.” Tarkyn glanced up.



The server returned with two tall crystal mugs, setting the dark one
before the older man, and the lighter brew before Kharl. “ Three
coppers, each, sers.”

Kharl extended four. He thought Tarkyn did aswell. She smiled and
dipped awvay.

In the momentary silence, Kharl caught some words from the nearest
table.

“... haven't seen them before...”

“... salorsfrom that ship just ported...”

“...notsalors... must be officers, mates...”

Kharl found it strange to be considered an officer, even asubofficer.

“Y ou got afed for wood, don't you?’” Tarkyn took along pull of the
dark de. “Ah... tastesgood. Nothing better 'n good dark ae.”

Kharl thought the dark brews chewy, much preferring pale e or lager.
“Guess |'ve dways had afed for woods. Liked to work with white or
black oak best. Red oak... just didn't fed the same.”

“What about spruce. .. pine?’
“Dependson thetree”

“Doesn't everything? Tarkyn laughed. “No tree's the same as another,
no animal, no person, no ship...”

“Isthat why you've stayed on the Seastag7”

“Couldn't find a better captain, not anywhere. Be agood lord, too,
were he minded. Top carpenter, that'sasgood as1'll do. So... the ship
matters mogt.” Tarkyn paused asthe server did alarge light blue platter
infront of him. Another one went before Kharl.



Kharl sat out aslver, asdid the older man.

In amoment, there were two stacks of five coppers, one before each
man, athough the coppers were of differing Szes and thicknesses.

After just afew bites, Kharl decided that the boar steak was one of the
better meals he'd had, perhaps the best since the one hed had in
Lydiar, and the fried apples were perfect, just between crisp and
chewy, without being heavy.

“Y ou're enjoying the grub?
“Very much.”

“Thought you would. Y ou should have been aship's carpenter from the
first. Might even have madeit out of thefo'c'sle early on.”

“Have you dways been aship's carpenter?’

“Me? No. Started out as a cabinetmaker's apprentice in Kaerloch-
little place not too far from Brud. Didnt like dl the detailing, the
fuss-ness. Findly ran away after acouple of years. Worked asa
sawboy inamill. Didn't care much for that, either...” Tarkyn took
another pull of thedark de.

Kharl was content to eat and listen.

LXI

he voyage from Biehl to Hamor was long-two and ahalf eightdays.
Kharl kept busy at whatever tasks were set before him. Some of that
wasinterna work on bulkheads and decks, anywhere that water had
managed to damage wood. He even repaired one of the cover panels
on the port paddle whedl. When he was not working, deeping, or
edting, he was reading or-far less often-trying to exercise his till-limited
order-skills. By the time the western coast of Hamor wasin sight asa
low dark line off the starboard bow, Kharl had read through every



page of The Basis of Order. He could not say that he understood
everything he had read.

He hadn't attempted to turn any more cold iron into black iron. He had
tried using the ideasin the book to speed the hedling of several minor
cuts and scrapes he had received, and they did seem to heal more
quickly, but whether that was because of his efforts, he till wasn't
certain. The only thing that had been certain isthat the hedling had not
been instantaneous-and the book had said that it wasn't supposed to be.

Within the last few days of the voyage, the air had grown warmer and
damper, and the heavy long-deeved gray carpenter's shirt had gotten
uncomfortably warm. That had forced Kharl to purchase a
short-deeved gray shirt from the ship's dop chest at more than heldd
wished to spend, but the shirt was well-made and far more comfortable
than the heavier winter shirt.

Asthe Seastag continued southeast, the coastline of Hamor resolved
itsdlf into aline of whitish cliffsthat rose to the south over cadm and light
blue waters. A good three kays seaward from those waterswas aline
of foaming water where waves broke over aresf.

Kharl stood at the bow on the starboard side. East of the Seastag but
farther out to sea, adark-hulled vessal without rigging steamed
westward. Asit drew nearer, Kharl could see the white metdlic finish
of gun turrets, two long gunsto aturret, two turrets forward, and one
at.

“That'saHamorian light cruiser,” offered Hagen from behind Kharl.
“Newer class. Threeturrets. Older onesjust have two, one fore and
one aft.”

Kharl could sense worry behind the captain's words. “ Do they attack
merchanters?’

“Not that | know of. But the emperor's been building up hisfleet- dl
with bigger guns”



“Never saw aship likethat. Lord West has two shipswith single turrets
foreand aft.” Lord West might have had more, for al Kharl knew, but
he'd seen two.

“No one e se has ships with that kind of power, except Reduce, and no
one knows exactly what the black mages have.” Hagen snorted. “No
one el se hasthe ability to mine and forge that much metal. They say the
ironworks at Luba produce haf theworld'siron. Thewholecity isa
forge, and you can walk anywhere, anytime, in the light of the furnaces.
| don't know as| believe dl that-but that'swhere dl the engines and
plates for the Hamorian fleet come from.” He glanced to the south,
nodding. “They do everything big in Hamor.”

Kharl followed the captain's gaze. At the point of a peninsula abeam of
the ship was atall stone tower with ashimmering dome. Kharl studied
the tower.

“That'sthe northwest light tower,” offered Hagen. “At night, therésa
beam of light that sweeps across the waters. More wrecks than you
can count on the Heartbreak Reef there.”

“Evenwiththelight?’

“Therésfog and sorms. .. and sometimes at night brigands will light
firesfarther west and use canvasto mimic the light. Hamorian fleet
patrols the waters, but they can't get inshore, not with the reefs.
Sometimes they turn their guns on the ship-breakers. They've been
known to

afew. Turned alot of rock into gravel in the process.”
Kharl pondered that. Gunsthat could fire four kays over the reefs
and hit the shore?

Hagen cleared histhroat. “Wouldn't be taking that staff ashore, not in
Swartheld. Folk here don't take kindly to Reduce. Never have. One



place that doesn't fear the blacks. Don't think Reduce even sends
black-staffers here any longer.”

“Do you know why?’ asked Kharl.

“Something way back... the mage who founded Reduce. .. they say he
destroyed aHamorian war fleet with westher magery, except for afew
shipsthat he refitted into hisown fleet... and that he refused to pay the
emperor asingle copper...”

“A sngle mage went out and attacked the Hamorian flegt?’

“Doubtful mind you've got, cooper.” Hagen laughed. “Waant like that.
They and the white mages of Fairven weretrying to squash Reduce
beforeit got started. This mage-Credin, that was his name-destroyed
theinvasion fleet. Emperorsdon't like that.”

“That must have happened along time ago, and they're still upset?’

“No onein Hamor ever forgets anything,” the captain replied dryly.
“They don't learn much new, but they don't forget. That's why some
captains aren't welcome here. Tread lightly onshore.” Hagen laughed
again and turned back toward the poop deck.

Kharl looked back toward the stone tower and the white cliffs. Were
most people like that, never forgetting, and holding hard to hatred for
generations, 0 long that most of the rest of the world had long since
forgotten the cause?

LXII

Of al the portsthe Seastag had visited while Kharl was aboard,
Swarthed was the busiest. In the late afternoon, the harbor wasfilled
with ships, some anchored in degper waters offshore, otherstied at the
long and wide piers. Another set of piersran along thefar sde of the
bay, but dl the vessdls a those piers were the black-hulled warships of
various Szes, dl seam-powered, with iron hullsand awhite



superstructure and white gun turrets. Kharl had counted over thirty
such vessels, and mooring space for at least triple that number, and he
understood better Hagen's wariness of aland with so many warships.

He had to wonder about al that iron and al that powder. Supposedly,
awhite mage could fire gunpowder or cammabark. Did dl the iron-and
the ocean itself-protect the ships? Or were there mages on board as
wdl?

Kharl glanced out from the quarterdeck at the pier where the Seastag
wastied. It was not only long, but agood hundred cubits wide, with
wagons lined up for loading and off-loading, and vendorswith
handcarts pushing them from ship to ship. The voices of the vendors
filledthear.

“Silks, dlks... thefinest dlksfrom Atla...”
“... thefinest woolsfrom Reduce and Brysta...”
“Spices... brinn from Candar, brinn and astra. ..”

“Tools... iron tools, Hamor's finest from theworks at Luba...” There
were SO many street and cart vendorsthat at timesthe teamsters driving
the wagons being loaded and unloaded had to wait, or actudly drive
their teeamsinto the crowds to force them away from the ships. While
Brysta had peddlers and vendors, the numbers and variety were
nothing compared to those on just the one pier where the Seastag was
tied.

For once, Kharl did not have an evening watch, but the late-morning
watch the next day. So he had decided to investigate Swartheld,
despite limited coins. He had not drawn any of his pay recently,
preferring to

leaveit on account with Hagen, suspecting hed need all of it when the
Seastag reached Austra.



“If youregoing ashore,” offered Ghart, “best bered careful. Any place
said to be the wellspring of chaos, Hamor is. If you were one of the
younger men, I'd caution you about the girls... never seen such lovelies,
and you go with 'em, never will again. Probably end up working in the
great ironworks at Luba, or lugging stone on that Great Highway the
emperor'sbuilding and rebuilding...”

Kharl hadn't heard of the Great Highway, but he didn't need an
explanation, except perhaps why the Hamorians wanted to call

everything “great.”
“Drugged wineor de?’
“Or just acosh on the back of the head.” Ghart snorted. “No matter

what we say, well lose someone. Usudly one of the younger crew.
Always someone who knows better.”

“Anything dse | should watch?’

“Watch everything,” Ghart suggested, hisvoicewry. “The captain
does.”

Kharl nodded. “I'll be back before dark.”

“That'swhat they dl say.” Ghart laughed good-naturedly.

Even before Kharl was hdfway down the gangway, hefdt a
strangeness wash over him, afeding that was both familiar and totally
unfamiliar. What wasthe feding? Why wasit familiar? When he
reached the end of the gangway and his boots rested on the wide stone
wharf, he moved back, lessthan abody length from the hull of the
Seastag. There, hetook adeep breath and tried to recall where he had
sensed that same fedling.

After amoment, he recaled. That feding had been in Southport, when
he had been at the ste of the ancient ruins, with its deep-seated mixture
of order and chaos. The port area of Swartheld felt smilar, except



there was more chaos swirling around, diffuse chaos, and that was
what had fdt both familiar and unfamiliar.

Carefully, Kharl began to wak down the pier, toward the buildings
beyond the shoreward end of the pier. He kept his eyes moving, and
his order-chaos senses dert. He passed a cart with an open grill, and
the aroma of spiced roasted fowl made his mouth water.

“The best fowl in Swartheld...” Those words were followed by
another set with the same intonation, but in atongue unknown to Kharl.
A third language followed before the vendor returned to the Candarian

verson of Brystan-dthough Kharl couldn't honestly have said he knew
whether Brystan was aversion of Candarian or the other way around.

“Cottons... cottons. .. shirtsfor the summer hegt...” That vendor aso
pitched hiswaresin severd languages.

“Indentured daves... young men, young women... in the best of
hedth...”

Kharl glanced across the pier, where ayoung man and agirlish woman
were displayed, standing on awagon bed, chained to the frame,
wearing little but cloths around their loins.

“ ... inthebes of hedth and form...”

Turning away, Kharl stepped to hisright, then stopped as afour-horse
team dowly moved out toward the Seastag. After the wagon passed,
he continued walking, keeping some distance between himsdlf and the
peddlers and others on the wharf. Ahead of him, somewhere near the
end of the pier, Kharl could sense the unseen swirling whiteness that
marked a chaos-wizard, although the whiteness was not as strong as
that of the wizard he had confronted in Brysta.

He eased to the edge of the pier away from the chaos-wizard, closer to
athree-masted clipper, an ancient vessal without steam power and with



an ornate carved figure of awoman with extravagant physical charms
under the bowsprit. He stopped beside abollard and bent, asif to
check hisboot, his back shielded by the bulk of the bollard, ashelet
his own senses study the whiteness on the far sde of the pier and
inshore.

He could fed nothing except the whiteness. He straightened, then
continued in aong the pier on the Side away from the white miasma of
chaos.

Four darker-skinned men wearing short-deeved shirts and trousers of
alight khaki fabric marched onto the pier from the stone-paved
causaway perpendicular to it. Each wore akhaki cap with abronze
garburst set in ablue oval. They aso carried polished oak truncheons
and wore shorts words at their belts-and pistols. Kharl had heard that
the Hamo-rians used firearms, but he had never seen any closely. He
amost could have reached out with his senses and touched the shells
and the powder within, not that he could have touched off the powder,
not with order, but a brush of chaos might have done so, even within
the ordered metd shell casings.

Directly behind the four armsmen, clearly being escorted by them, was
an older and gray-haired man who aso wore auniform, but of black
and orange. The older man carried no wespons, and the only insgnia
he bore was aheavy slver chain from which hung awhite bronze
darburst

meddlion.

Along with the others on the pier, Kharl stopped and watched asthe
five halted opposite adark red cart. Belatedly, Kharl recognized two
things. Firgt, the miasmaof chaos was surrounding athin man dressed
in flowing green, and second, the man in orange and black wasaso a
wizard, but his chaos power was contained, so that until he was within
ten cubits or so, even Kharl's order-chaos senses had not sensed the
power held within some sort of shields.



The four men in khaki set themsalves so that two flanked the uniformed
wizard on each side. Light gathered around the figure in orange and
black, and the crowd moved back once more, creating acircle around
the thin man in flowing green.

“You,” began the uniformed wizard addressng the man in green. “You
have attempted the practice of wizardry without the permission of the
emperor. Y ou have not presented yourself for examination, and you
have hidden from others that you employed the forces of chaosto
deceive and to profit personally. Y ou have preyed upon out-landers...”

A resigned expression fell across the face of the manin green. “I did
present myself, honored mage. | presented mysdlf, but none would see
me, savethat | presented golds| do not have. One cannot-"

“Slencel”

Theman in green'svoice continued. “1 have not used wizardry. | have
deceived no one. All | have doneisto be too poor to provide golds”

A whitish red firebd| appeared at the fingertips of the uniformed
wizard, then flared toward the man in green. Whhhsttt!!!

A white dome gppeared around the man in green, and for amoment
that dome was surrounded by the white fires of chaos, but the manin
green remained behind hisshield.

Kharl tried to sense what it was that the green wizard had done, but
before he could truly and fully sense the chaos-shield, the gray-haired
wizard flung a second firebolt, and the shield collgpsed into apillar of
whitefire.

Kharl had to blink, and when he could see, where the man in green had
stood there was but asmall pile of whitish ash in the midst of ablack
greasy smear on the grayish stones of the pier.

“Thewill of HisMightiness Striking down evil whereit occurs,”



intoned the gray-haired wizard. Then he turned and walked back off
theend of the pier.

Even from thefar Sde of thewharf, Kharl had noted the fine sheen of
sweet on the surviving wizard's face-and the much-lowered leve of
chaos that remained locked around him. Clearly, using that kind of
power took much energy.

At the faintest sense of someone too close to him, Kharl's hand lashed
out, damming down on the wrist of ayoung cutpurse. Asthe carpenter
whirled, athin knife clattered on the stones, and two other youths
began to run.

Another man in tan gppeared, his truncheon smacked the cutpurse
across the temple, and the youth went to his knees. Whiteness flashed
from somewheredse.

Kharl looked at the Hamorian patroller, or Watch, or whatever
keepers of the peace were caled in Swartheld.

“You werevery quick, salor.”

“Just lucky, ser,” Kharl replied, noting that the crowd had moved away
from him and the patroller. He could aso see the Hamorian wizard
returning, something hedid not like at dl. With the wizard were the
other four patrollers-and two dazed-looking youths with blank faces.
Kharl could sense some sort of chaoslaid over them.

“Y ou are from Reduce?’ The wizard looked directly at Kharl.

“No, ser. | am from Brysta, and | am the second carpenter on the
Seastag.”

Thewizard looked at Kharl for along moment, and Kharl could sense
some other sort of power, grayish, brushing him lightly, like the touch of
an unseen spider, but he remained till and waited.

“So it would seem. Did you see what happened here afew moments



ago?’

“Yes, ser. You destroyed awizard who had not followed the laws of
Hamor.”

“Those laws gpply to adl who walk the soil of Hamor. Do you
understand that?’

“Yes, s

“Good.” The wizard gestured to the patrollers. “ Take the cutpursesto
thetrandfer gaol.” He looked at Kharl. “They will spend five years- or
more-cutting and moving stone for the Great Highway. That isalight
punishment. They could have goneto the furnaces at Luba.”

Kharl wanted to lick hisdry lips. He did not. “I understand.”

“I believe you do, carpenter. Good day.” Again, the wizard turned, and
thistimefive patrollersfollowed him, herding the three captives

beforethem.

Asthey walked away, and those in the crowd gave Kharl passing
looks before moving on, he just stood by the stone column marking the
end of the pier. Thewizard had ddlivered a clear message without
spelling it out. The carpenter pulled himsdlf together, then left the pier
and turned | eft, toward the part of the waterfront that had looked to
hold shops and taverns.

Once Kharl was off the pier and onto the street that fronted the harbor,
he could move more fredy, without feding so crowded. By thetime he
had walked past the end of the next pier, onethat held but asingle
smdl doop, there were almost no peddiers or carts, just people
heading in various directions, or standing before shop windows, or
coming in or out of the shops. Compared to Brysta or any other port
he had visted, it

was crowded.



Most of the shops seemed to carry fabrics. He counted four shopsina
row-one dedling just in silks, another in woolens, athird in linens, and a
fourth in cottons. In those four shops were as many bolts of cloth asin
al of Brysta, from what Kharl knew.

Hewalked on, but then couldn't help but stop at the display window of
acooperage in the next block. The barrels were good, but not nearly
s0 good as what held crafted, especialy the hogshead he saw on
display. Y et the cooperage was clearly profitable.

The next shop was one that handled blades. Kharl found himself
wincing as helooked at the gleaming array in the display window-
sabres, cutlasses, amenacing hand-and-a-half sword, an even longer
and wider broadsword, and al manner of knives and dirks. Hed never
cared much for blades, but he'd also never felt the revulsion that he did
as he beheld the assembl age before him. Was there a difference
between working blades and weapons? If so, why did he fed that
way? Or had he

aways, and smply not recognized it? With a shake of hishead, he
turned and continued to the corner. Across the narrower cross street
was atavern, and one thronged from the sounds issuing forth-despite
thefact that it was il afternoon.

Kharl turned | eft, awvay from the harbor, and walked adong the side of
the Street, passing first aclosed doorway without any sign or indication
of what lay behind it, then awider doorway, with asign showing abed,
and the words beneath beginning with “Roomsfor the night” in Brystan
and repesting in other languages.

“Girls... youwant one?” A veiled woman beckoned from acrossthe
street. “Come and see. Take your pleasure...”

Kharl kept his smileto himsdf and continued to walk, thistime past a
rope shop.

A rope shop? In any other port, rope would bein achandlery. Was



Swartheld so large that amerchant could sdll just ropes of various
types? He glanced through the open doorway, taking in dl the coils of
ropesand lines.

A sickish-sweet odor drifted down and across Kharl, a scent
compounded of something burning, perhapsincense, with something
stronger. He faintly recalled the smell, then nodded. Kernash-the
substance smoked by those with little hope and less future,

Kharl continued toward the next mgjor street. The grayish wooden
buildingsin thefirst block gave way to painted structuresin the second,
and then two- and three-story stone-walled buildingsin the third, and
then even taler structures, with carved cornices and wide windows
abovethefirg floors. Kharl emerged from the side street and turned
right once more, glad to find himsalf on more of aboulevard, where
severd shopsactudly had flowersin planters beside their windows.

The second shop on the Side of the street away from the harbor held
hats-broad-brimmed hats for women. Thethird shop wasatailor's, and
it displayed jackets and colorful vests, dl of silk or light fine cotton, but
for men.

Beyond the immaculate shops with their wide glass windows and open
archways was a cafe under awhite-and-black-striped awning. Both
men and women sat at tablesin the shade. M ost wore shimmering
white, the men in white trousers and boots, and embroidered white
shirtswith lace and designsin slver, and the women in loose white
robes of some light fabric. The women aso had filmy white scarfs
acrosstheir bare

shoulders, asif the scarfswould be used as cover or veils when they left
the cafe.

Kharl strained to hear what they said, but redlized that they mugt all
have been speaking in Hamorian, because he understood not aword.



In his plain and worn carpenter's grays, Kharl felt very out of place. He
kept walking.

L XTI

After returning to the Seastag just before sunset on thefirst day in
Swartheld, Kharl thought, and read, then dept lessthan easily. He
dreamed of white wizardsin burgundy, in black and orange, and in
flowing green-al spesking in languages he did not understand and doing
al manner of wizardly tasks he could not have explained, let done
duplicated. He asked them, and they ignored him, asif he did not exi<t,
and went on with their incomprehengble tasks.

He woke early the next morning, pooled in sweat, and not just from the
heat and dampness of Swartheld. After deciding that he could not deep
longer, he eased out of hisforecastle bunk, and dipped out with his
clothes. He washed up as quietly as he could and then made hisway

topside.

In the gray light before dawn, Kharl stood at the railing near the bow.
Eveninthe open air, there was not so much asahint of abreeze. A
light haze blurred the outlines of the buildings and the more distant piers
and ships, giving them an air of unredlity. For the moment, the pier was
empty, without vendors and without teamsters and wagons, and Kharl
relished the comparative silence. Even the city seemed hushed, and
Kharl could hear the lapping of the harbor waters againgt the pier and
againg the hull of the Seastag.

Intime, he heard footsteps, but he did not turn.
“You came back early,” Rhyllasaid. “With dl your coins, I'd wager.”

“I didn't take that many,” Kharl admitted. “I had an de, and some
supper. Thedewasworthit.”

“They like their foods hot and spicy here. | think most folksinwarm



places do, but for the life of me, I don't understand why you'd want to
be hotter in a place that's aready too hot. But they do.”

“I don't, either,” the carpenter replied, absently blotting aforehead he
hadn't realized was so damp until Rhyllahad reminded him of the hest.

“Why did you come back early?If | could ask?’

“ Something about the place bothered me,” Kharl paused. “And | saw a
wizard, and he was wearing auniform.”

“You didn't know that?” Rhylla paused. “All wizards or mages haveto
work for the emperor. He pays well, they say. 'Course theré's no
dternaive”

“| saw that, too. He destroyed a man he said was awizard who had
broken the laws of Hamor. Something about being examined.”

“Huh... didn't know that. Just knew that al the wizards and mages
worked for the emperor. Anyone who triesto get one to do something
for him without the permission of the emperor-that's a desth sentence.”

“A death sentence?’ Then Kharl nodded. In away, it definitely made
sense, at least from the emperor's point of view. “He controlsthe
mages, and that means he controls everything.”

“I wouldn't say that... the marshas are pretty strong, they say.”

“But if the mages and wizards are al under the protection of the
emperor...?" Kharl looked at the third mate.

“Oh... frig... seewhat you mean.”

After Rhyllaleft, Kharl turned back to therailing to study the port city.
Somehow, it wasn't just acoincidence that the two strongest landsin
the world were the two where mages and wizards were placed to
support those who governed. Reduce had some sort of council where
the Brethren had a strong voice, and the emperor controlled the mages



in Hamor. Candar had once been strong, but when Reduce had
destroyed Fairven and the White Order, Candar had fragmented into
conflicting lands. From what Kharl had seen, most of Candar, except
for Southport and possibly Diehl, wasin decline. Even Brystalooked
shabby, but both Nylan and Swartheld looked vigorous.

Stll, while dl that might be true, what could amere carpenter do about
it?

LXIV

On the following afternoon, with one more day of loading to go before
the Seastag was ready to put back to sea, Kharl decided to make
another foray into Swartheld. Hed picked the late afternoon because
he was off duty, because he wasn't certain he wanted to deal with the
human creatures of the night who frequented port cities, and because
he had the feding that there well might be more of the emperor's mages
about later in the evening.

When helé&ft the pier, he forced himsdlf to remain on the lower harbor
way as he waked southward aong the edge of the water. He hadn't
thought of it before, but none of the merchanters had iron hulls, and all
had sails. Some were even full-rigged and without any form of steam
power. Was that because of the cost of coal? Or for some other
reason he

didn't know?

Y et warshipswere al iron-hulled, even the smdler gunboats of Brysta,
and he had seen no merchanters with cannon. That made sense, ina
fashion, because awhite wizard could touch off gunpowder or
cam-mabark and turn awooden ship into an inferno. He still had no
ideawhether it was the combination of ordered iron vessels and the
order of the seathat protected warships from mages or whether it was
something ese. He'd searched The Basis of Order, but as usud had
found no



definitive answvers.

Ahead, therewasasmall crowd of men standing opposite an open
window. When Kharl neared, he could see that a Single woman danced
dowly in the wide unglassed window of the tavern. Her body was
covered with the filmy fabric Kharl had seen on the veil-scarfs of the
women at the cafe-except the fabric was reddish and stained with the
darkness of sweat. With the thinness of the fabric, little of the woman's
figure was | eft to mystery, and her figure was good, Kharl had to admit,
although not any better than Charee's had once been.

At that thought, Kharl swallowed. The sadness and emptiness ill came
when he least expected it.

“Y ou want to enjoy one likethis? Just asiver for ahdf glass... and
she'sdl yours, sailor man.” The big man who made the offer topped
Kharl by haf ahead, and Kharl was not small.

“She'stoo codtly for my wallet,” Kharl said with aforced laugh, easing
past the man and along the quieter space of the street immediately past
the brothel. Wasit just sadness? Or the sense that he and Charee had
lost something over the years? Had they ever had that something? Or
had their consorting just been an arrangement set up by their families
and held together in the beginning by physicd attraction and later by the
boys?He shook his head. Why was he even asking himself such
questions? He couldn't do much about what was past and gone.

Acrossthe harbor road he caught sight of apair of Hamorian patrollers
intheir khaki uniforms. He watched the pair asthey waked aong the
street. The two never relaxed, but kept moving, and each held a
truncheon at the ready.

Abruptly, after passing the patrollers, who had scarcely given Kharl a
glance, the carpenter turned left, away from the harbor, and began to
walk up the gently doping street toward the better sections of
Swartheld. Farther south, he discovered, he had to walk a greater
distance east before he reached the more prosperous area-amost eight



blocks. But he did find another boulevard with shops and flowers and
cafeswith awnings and wide verandas-and he felt dmost as out of
place as he had thefirst time.

Y et, why should he have felt out of place? He wondered. Hewas
nicely dressed, if not so extravagantly as those on the boulevard. He
was not poor, or without coins. He had a respectable trade, and even a
position, low as asubofficer on amerchanter might be.

He kept walking as he saw another set of Hamorian patrollers. This
pair walked with empty hands, their truncheonsin ther belts, and they
smiled, athough their eyes ill never sopped surveying the street and
the shops. A woman, her head covered by thefilmy scarf that was
amost transparent, nodded to the patrollers. Both returned the smile,
an expression of friendliness, but continued on their way.

From adistance, he saw another of the magesin black and orange,
again an older man, accompanying asingle patroller in khaki. Thetwo
turned eastward, moving even farther from the harbor. Kharl thought

about following the pair, but dmost immediately dismissed theidea.
Instead, he turned back toward the harbor, hoping to find somewhere
to edt, lessfancy than where he was, but quieter and better than aong
the

harbor way.

Finding such a place was harder than Kharl had thought it would be,
and he ended up walking along side streets for what seemed amost a
glass before he found himself before alow, dark redbrick building with
tan window trim. The dill air held unfamiliar scents of food, but without
the rancidness of grease, and there waslittle hint of chaos about the
premises-except for the thin resdua whitenessthat seemed everywhere
in Swartheld. Kharl stepped indde.

Immediately, aservingwoman in tan shorts and shirt, with adark brown
gpron and sandals, greeted him. “Y es?’



“A good med and aeor lager?’
She looked puzzled.

She beckoned, and Kharl followed her into along narrow room with a
high celling. The off-white plaster gave an impression of coolness.
Kharl settled into the small table againgt thewall.

“Drink... what kind?’ the server asked.
“Lightde?Lager?’

She said something to another server, and got an answer back, then
nodded at Kharl before dipping away. Within moments, asquarish
older woman set adark brown mug before Kharl. “Be two coppers.”

Kharl extended three coins.

She studied them and nodded. “Fare's smple tonight. We've got
burhka, cutlets, seatrout, and fowl in lemonweed with Luban noodles.”

“How much?’

“All the same. Four coppers.”

“I'l try the last.”

“It'sthe best. Be abit.” She dipped away.

Kharl settled back into the chair and took another sip of the ale,
enjoying it asit washed away the last of the dust in histhroat.

Two younger men, but well dressed in white shirts and multicolored silk
vests, sat at the corner table. Although their voices were not that loud,
they seemed to carry to Kharl, perhaps along the smooth white plaster
of thewdll.



“... don't understand the ediict... just appliesto outlanders trading
here...”

“... not just to outlanderslike us... another one... harsher... for
Hamorians...”

“... nobrimstoneto Vamurl... but to Brue? Why one Austran port
and not the other? Not as though Lord Estloch hasahugeflet...”

“... no sdtpeter or cammabark, either...”

“... doesn't make sense... Vadmurlansdon't usefirearms... don't use
powder except for cannon, and they've got few enough of those...
we're supposed to give up good trade and coins...”

‘... caeul...”
“... magesdon't come down here...”

“... don't know where they'll turn up... walls sometimes report to the
patrollers, too...”

“... gill makesno sense... can ship dried fruits, but not grain?’

“... richthe only oneswho can buy dried fruits... everyone needs
bread...”

Their voices died away as a server brought two platters and a basket
of bread to their table.

Kharl sipped hisade and considered their words. He didn't care for the
implications, not at dl, and he knew held need to mention the matter to
Hagen, athough he would not have been surprised if the captain
aready knew.

LXV
JTlagen had not been aboard the Seastag when Kharl had returned the



night before, but immediately after eating the next morning, the
carpenter made hisway to the master's cabin, where he knocked
gingerly onthedoor. “Ser... itsKharl. I'd just heard something. ..
thought you ought to know....”

“Comeonin, carpenter.” Hagen's voice was polite.
Kharl eased through the hatch door into the captain's cabin. The

space was large, but somehow not so large as Kharl would have
guessed, with adouble bunk built into the rear bulkhead, and asmal
closat, haf-open, set into the left bulkhead. In the middle of the cabin
was acircular white oak table, anchored to the deck, and behind that
sat the captain. A stack of papers and parchment was at hisleft, and he
dill held apen.

“Whet isit?’

“Captain... last night, | was eating at a place well away from the
harbor, and there were two traders, outlanders...” Kharl went on to
recount what the two had said, word for word.

When Kharl finished, Hagen nodded. He did not seem surprised. “I'd
heard about the brimstone and saltpeter... but | didn't know they could
sl inBrud.” A darkness dropped across his countenance, before he
forced asmile. “I hadn't heard about the grain because we don't usualy
carry it, but it's not surprising. Hamor's been looking at invading Austra
for years, and every so often they embargo goods, usudly military
equipment. They've had an embargo on gunpowder and cammabark
for two years, but they decided on expanding that about a season ago
to include brimstone and saltpeter and afew other goods.”

Kharl tried to keep his own surprise to himself. The two traders he had
overheard had clearly been talking about an edict recently issued, and
Hagen had known about it for nearly a season. “Isthat why were
carrying brimstone back, ser?’



Hagen grinned. “Y ou noted that, did you?’

“I noted thet it wasn't dl off-loaded at Dellash,” Kharl replied. “Why is
Hamor going after Austra? Aren't some of the lands in Candar better
targets?’

“Some are wesker, but Candar lies close to Reduce. Also, it'salong
voyage from Swartheld, and under steam power, a costly one, with
nowhere to stop for cod. Austrais much closer, and considerably
sndle.”

“And Lord Estloch does not have many warships?’
“He does not.”

Kharl frowned. “But Augtrais united under asingleruler, while Nordla
has the four Lords of the Quadrant, and they agree on little, and have
even fewer warships.”

“Nordlaisfar less prosperous, isit not?” Hagen laughed ironically.
“What would be the point of spending thousands of golds, hundreds of

thousands of golds perhaps, if one could not plunder theland to
recover it, then tariff it heavily? Why does one seek to conquer
anything?* After the briefest of pauses, Hagen went on. ” Some think
rulers seek fame and glory in war, but both are fleeting. No... most
wars are fought for gain, either to keep another land from gaining an
advantage in power and wedlth or to extend one's own power and
wedth.”

“That'snot trueif your land is attacked.”

“No... but you can wager-with heavy odds-that the one attacking has
planned on great gain. Unlessthe ruler ismad, and few mad rulers
surviveto makewar, and fewer sill survive their wars. Of course, such
madnessisthe ruin of their land and their people.”

“The Emperor of Hamor is not mad. He controls his own lands too well



for that,” suggested Kharl.

“Who would know?’ questioned Hagen. “In aland as vast as Hamor,
the governing is done by the emperor's minions. Good minions can
conceal much about aruler.” The captain snorted. “But you areright.
The emperor ismogt astute, and al the world may suffer for that.”

Kharl could see that, and, despite the safety of the streets of Swartheld,
he was|ess than certain that he would wish such arulein ether Nordla
or Austra. He dmost frowned, thinking that Lord West's son Egen
would-if he had the chance-govern with the power of the emperor and
even lesswisdom.

“That troubles you? Well it should.”

Kharl did not correct the captain. “That wasdl | heard, but | thought
you should hear about it.” He smiled. “I thought you might aready
know, but | was not sure.”

“Y ou see more than you let on, Kharl. That isagood trait.” Hagen
smiledin return. “Y ou're welcome to remain as crew so long asyou
desire”

“I thank you, ser. I'm il thinking of going ashorein Austra, but | will
consider your offer, and | do thank you.”

“It'smy gain aswell.” Hagen laughed, then looked down at the sheets
of paper on the table before him.

Kharl stepped back and eased the hatch door closed as he left. The
captain had known about the embargoes, and he remained worried
about them. Despite Hagen's laughter, the worry had shown through.

As he walked back across the main deck, Kharl realized once more
that there was far more to Hagen than merely atrading captain. Kharl

had heard the references to other ships, but would even a merchant
factor with anumber of ships have known what the Emperor of Hamor



was planning a season in advance? Kharl didn't think so, and that left
the question of what exactly Hagen might be, honorable as he appeared
to Kharl and to the other crew members on Hagen's vessels.

LXVI

When the Seastag had cast off from the pier at Swartheld, starting the
voyage back to her home port of Vamurl, one of the crew, as Ghart
had predicted, had failed to return-the fresh-faced young Wyl t.
Thinking of Wylat toiling on the Great Highway or thefiery furnaces of
Luba, Kharl had shaken his head. He could but hope the Fleuryl never
ported in Swartheld, because he had his doubts about Artha's wisdom.
But there was nothing he could do about either young man'sfate.

The ship had traveled no more than a handful of kays northeast beyond
sght of land when the seas began to turn rough, and bitter chill
permeated the winds that had raised the waves and buffeted the
Seastag. Theremainder of the eightday journey was rough, dthough
the seas had subsided somewhat as the Seastag neared Austra, and
Kharl had found himsalf more and more fretful once the coastline

appeared.

Thewinter sun hung low inthewes, offering little warmth, asthe
Seastag steamed through the gray harbor waters toward the outermost
pier of Vamurl harbor. Kharl was glad for his heavy jacket as he stood
by therailing and looked at Vamurl. Unlike Brysta, which faced west
on the Eastern Ocean, Vamurl faced east-and the Great Western
Ocean. Vamurl was dso an older port city, but set on aflat plain on
the delta of the River Va. The bay on which the city was |located was
more open, and had no fortifications like the twin harbor forts of
Brysta. While there were hillsto the north, they looked to be low and
some distance way- and were covered entirely with awhiteness that
could only be snow.

Farther back from the waterfront, Kharl could seetaller structures,
even stone towers. Thin lines of smoke rose from hundreds of chimneys



into the cold air, and asmoky haze hung over the city. The smoke and

near-twilight shadows mixed together and imparted agray cast to
Vamurl, despite the late-afternoon sunlight that glinted on the gray
waters between the ship and the city.

Furwyl eased up beside Kharl. “Y ou il intending to leave us here?’

“I'd planned to,” Kharl replied. “Hoped to find a place as a cooper
somewherein Austra”

“Y ou're afine carpenter, and agood man to have around in atight
place. Hate to see you spend the rest of your life making barrelsfor
someone el se. Hard thing to make your way in aland not your own,”
the first mate pointed out. “Y ou're aready a subofficer on your first
voyage. Not many do that.”

Kharl knew Furwyl wasright, yet he hesitated. “Making my way here
couldn't be that much harder than where| came from.” Even as Kharl
spoke, he wondered. He'd still have been a cooper, with a consort and
sons, if held not been so unlucky to have heard Egen in the back aley.
Or would he? The druids had suggested that his Situation would have
worsened anyway. Did that mean matters could beworsein Va murl?
Or Vizyn, if hegot there?*Leastwise, | hope not.”

Furwyl chuckled. “We'regoin' into refit. Bein the yardstwo, may
three eightdays. Y ou don't find what you want, get back here afore we
leave-bet the captain'd take you back as carpenter second. Not the
billet hell fill except with someone he knows, and he knowsdl the
ship's carpentersin Austra. Leastwise, held put you on one of his other
dhips”

“How many does he have?’

“Ten. At lesd, that wasthe last number | heard. All something with
'sed in‘em... Seahound, Seafox ...”



“And he dill sails?” Rhyllahad mentioned once that Hagen had other
ships, but Kharl had not realized just how many.

“He'saman who likeswhat he does,” Furwyl said. “And helikesto
keep good people. Especidly carpenters.”

“Are good onesthat hard to come by?’

“Harder than you'd think. Y ou get youngsters barely more than
apprentices... know afew things and think they know more, and
mostly you get older men who love their e so much that the only time
they're sober isat sea”

“Where are the good ones?’” asked Kharl.
“That'd be asecret.” Furwyl grinned, then added, “With the

shipwrights, but they don't take many, and you got to be family... or
closetoit, or be owed more than most would owe.”

That made sense. Still...

“Thank you,” Kharl findly said. “And thank the captain. But | think |
need to look and see if anyone needs a good cooper.”

“Y ou cantdl him yoursdlf in the morning when he pays off the crew.
Just thought I'd put in aword with you.” Furwyl nodded and turned.

Was Kharl making amistake? Another mistake?

Kharl didn't think so, but then, he hadn't thought so before.

LXVII

Ihe morning after the Seastag ported in Vamurl, and after muster,
Kharl placed hisfew belongingsinto his pack, now mostly full, and,
saff in hand, headed up to the main deck to see Hagen. There he
waited inthe chill air until after the regular deckhands and riggers hed



been paid. Then he stepped forward to the small table behind which the
captain sat.

“You dill intent on leaving us, carpenter?’ Hagen's voice was chearful,
but Kharl could catch asense of worry behind it.

“I don't know about intent, ser. It'sjust that... well... | wouldn't fed
right if I didn't try to be what I've spent my life learning and doing.”

Hagen nodded. “When you put it that way, it's hard not to seeit s0.”
The captain paused and looked down at the ledger before him, turning
the pages until he was closeto the end. “Y our crew share, right now, is
fifteen dlvers, and | oweyou five slvers and three for your wages.”

Two golds? Kharl certainly hadn't expected that. He'd come aboard
hoping to get off with what hedd had in hisleather pouch. “Yes, ser.
That'smorethan fair.”

Hagen shook hishead. “It'sfair. No more, no less.”
Kharl sensed the other's honest feelings and nodded.

“Y ou don't haveto go,” Hagen said. “1'd have you as carpenter
second, and carpenter first when Tarkyn decides he's had enough of
thesea”

“I only asked for passage to Austra, ser.”

“I' know, but I'd till have you.” Hagen paused. “Where are you
headed?’

“I'd thought Vizyn, but anywhere that | could be a cooper.”

“Coopers... there are more than enough herein Vamurl. Y ou ought to
stay on asaship's carpenter.” Hagen laughed. “Then, I'd be the last
oneto tell any man what he should be doing. That | would be.” He
fingered his chin. “Three good coopers herein Vamurl. None as good
asyou, in truth. Oldest oneis Dezant. He's off the Traders Square.



Then there's Kundark, and he does mostly dack cooperage, and his
place is on the south side of the city, by the Guard Barracksthere. You
might try Chalart. He's on the north side, back of therefit yards. He
supplies barrelsfor merchanters, mostly. Y ou can tell any of them that |
sent you. It might help, won't hurt.

“Youdon'tlikeVamurl... goand see Vizyn, but you'd better takea
coadter. It'sagood nine hundred kays. Of the onesin port now, take
the Norther or the Southshield... tell 'em | sent you. You don't likeit,
then turn around and come back. Offer's open until we leave Vamurl.”

“Thank you. How long will you be here? For refitting?’ Kharl added
quickly.

“Half aseason, I'd guess. Takeslonger to refit in winter, but there's
little enough trading to be done, and I'd like to have the engineers go
over the engine after that problem off Worrak.”

“Isthere anything specid | should know about Vamurl?” Kharl asked.
“Thingsthat'd be obviousto you, but not to me? If you don't mind, ser.”

“Vamurl ismuch like Brysta, savethat it isthe capita of al Austra, and
thereisbut onelord. Lord Estloch has agood heart, and, unlike many
rulers, hewould be asfair as possible and still hold order within the
streets. Still... dark streets are dangerous. .. especialy harborside, and
there are few patrollers past midnight. The wealthy are asthey arein

any aty.”

If those words were not awarning, Kharl wasn't a cooper. “ Thank
yw.ﬂ

“Y ou change your mind, and therell be aplace for you, if not here, then
on one of the other ships.”

“| appreciate that, ser, and I'll just haveto see”

“That you will. Good fortune.”



After hoisting his pack onto his shoulders and securing hissilvers and

coppersin his concedled leather pouch, Kharl walked down the
gangway of the Seastag, perhapsfor the last time, and past the wagons
aready lined up to receive the cargo being off-loaded. While the pier
was not so crowded as those at Swartheld, more than a score of
loaders and others swirled around the area opposite the Seastag.
Among them, he saw no patrallers, dthough more than afew men
carried blades of various styles and lengths.

AsKharl reached the foot of the pier, he saw awagon, with aplatform.
On the platform stood ablond girl, one certainly younger than Sanyle
or Jeka. Despite the chill of the morning, the girl wore but the filmiest
shift, and in the morning light, it was most clear that she wore absolutely
nothing benesth, except for the bronze cuff on her left ankle, a cuff
attached to a bronze chain. The chain was bolted to abronze circlet
affixed to the sde of the wagon. The girl'sface was pae, and her green
eyes carried sadness.

Four huge men with cudgels stood there-one a each corner of the
wagon.

A manin arich deep bluejacket stood on the stones of the street, his
voice pitched to carry. “Beautiesfor indenture. .. young, beautiful
girls...” Hiseyestook in Kharl's staff, and there was the dightest
hesitation before he continued. “ Girlsfor every taste and plessure...”

Kharl glanced down the pier toward the Hamorian merchanter tied up
beyond the Seastag. A blonde beauty-and the girl was attractive-
would be welcomein Swartheld. The girl's eyesdid not meet Kharl's or
any other's.

“Blonde... redhead... any kind of beauty you'd like...”

Kharl turned abruptly, hislipstight together as he walked away from
the daver. Indenture or not, the process was davery. Hed hoped for
better in Vamurl. His eyes moved from sideto side, taking in the



handful of people out o early. Most seemed well-dressed, and he saw
no onein rags or begging.

He thought over Hagen'swords. “Lord Estloch hasagood heart. ..
would be asfar aspossible.” He understood the message benesath.
Lord Estloch was ether weak or having troublesin holding on to his
land. Or perhaps those beneath him had too much power. Whatever
Hagen had meant exactly, it was clear enough that matters were not as
Hagen would have had them, and that troubled Kharl, for he knew
Hagen to be afair and more than decent captain and man.

Should he seek passage to Vizyn, and seek out Taless, the scrivener
whom Tyrbel had written? Or first check with the coopersthat Hagen
had mentioned? After amoment, he decided to visit the coopersin
Va-murl. Why travel to adestination where the prospects were
unknown until he exhausted the possibilities nearer at hand?

As hewalked dong the cobblestoned streets, avoiding the too-frequent
potholes holding ice and mud, and the gutters that needed cleaning, he
studied the shops and the narrow-faced brick dwellings squeezed
tightly together. For the number of dwellings, he saw few enough men
and women on the streets, athough he still saw no beggars or peddlers
or tinkers.

Trader's Square was six long blocks west of the harbor, but it was ill
early when Kharl reached the square. Despite the winter chill, theair
was gtill, and he had unfastened hisjacket to keep from getting too
warm. He stood at the edge of the square for several moments. The
square was agood twenty rodsin length and ten in width, with the
center smply an open, paved space. A handful of carts had been pulled
into placein the center of the square, but some of the shopsand
factor's buildings were yet shuttered. The cooperage was on the far
south side of the square, not exactly onit, but on the corner street
leading into the square. The building was perhaps another ten cubits
wider than Kharl's had been, and featured double doorsin front, with a
front loading dock to one side. That suggested that there was not a



usable dley behind the cooperage.

Kharl shrugged and stepped through the open doors and into a
workroom nearly as deep as his own had been. He noted more
shavings and sawdust than he would have preferred, but the cooperage
was gtill relatively neat and clean, and the brick walls had been sept
and cleaned recently. As he glanced around the shop, Kharl could see
four figures working. One was dighter and smaller, probably an
apprentice.

A young man, perhaps four or five years older than Arthd, stepped
from the workbench at one side to meet Kharl. “ Ser?’ Hiseyesflicked
across the staff and came back to Kharl.

“I'mlooking for Dezant,” Kharl said.

“Yes, ser. He's a the miller'sright now. Isthere anything that | could
help you with? Are you interested in tight or dack cooperage?’

“Areyou hisson? Y ou seem to understand....”

The young man amiled. “I'm Elont. There are three of usworking with
Father.”

“Hesfortunate, indeed. Theremi, 1dl s0 busy.”
“Vamurl doesrequire many barjv

, V>

tioudy.

“But not quite so many asyou

“It'saways better to sall more would interest you, ser?’

“I'mafraid my interest isashared  ter, and my father was a cooper. |
war’j (wastrue, if not telling the entire story.



Elont smiled palitely, disgppointed. “ s J
“So | had heard, and I'm glad to seeiit.

“Y ou'd be better off, ser, to remain as i 'tJ than to open a cooperage
here”

“I had no thought of opening a cooperatd tainly not now, but one must
think of thefutn

“Y ou're certain we couldn't sall your ves®

“The captain iswel aware of your work, Jorder it,” Kharl replied
politely. “1 gppreJinclined his head.

“Thank you, ser.”

Kharl eased out the door, grateful at least j in the shop. Outside, he
looked around, According to Hagen, Kundark was on thei Guard
Barracks. Kharl readjusted his pack bresth till sleaming in the chill air.

Ahead, he glimpsed two children in rag: so shabbily dressed. One-a
girl-went to solid gray cloak of warmth and style. Khar* but her
pleading position was dl too clear.

The man glanced around, twice, stiff* walking away.

A shrill whistle sounded. The boy vaviceway, and the girl scrambled to
her feet/ avoid the patroller who grasped her roug moved closer, he
strained to hear the patrol™-' “... begging, you were...”

“...wasn'tbeggin'... wasnt...”

“... Off totheindenturer's... Begging'sagaing the Lord'sLaw. You
know that.”

“...no...notthat...”

“... pretty littlething like you. .. fetch agood price in Hamor won't be



cold there, @ther...”

Kharl winced at the thought of the beggar girl ending up likethe girl on
the dock, but he did not try to interfere, much as he would have liked
to, and he only watched as the patroller dragged the child down aside
dreet. His guts churned, much as heimagined Charee both telling him
he'd done what was wise and asking him why he hadn't done so earlier.

He kept walking, but it was awhile before hefdt any calmer. A good
half glass later, he stood across the street from the stonewalls
surrounding the Guard Barracks. He had completed acircuit of the
dreets facing onto the Barracks, but had not seen anything resembling a
cooperage to the Barracks. Two uniformed figures stood as sentries
outsde the gate. One was scarcely more than aboy, and the other
looked to be at least as old as Kharl.

The younger sentry looked at Kharl.

Kharl looked back and, after amoment, the youthful guard dropped his
eyes. Kharl turned and started down the narrow lanelike street that
angled northwest from the corner of the barracks. Fifty cubitsor so
down thelane, in front of a seamstress's shop, awhite-haired womanin
apatched coat swept dust and old snow away from the doorway of the
shop.

“I'mlooking for-" Kharl began.
“Speak up. Y ou looking for something, fellow?’
“A cooper named Kundark. I'd heard his cooperage was here.”

“It was. Over there.” The woman pointed to the burned-out shell of a
building ahundred cubits farther along the narrow lane.

From what Kharl could see, the cooperage had been about half the size
of Dezant's shop, and the blaze had not been dl that recent. “What

happened?’



The woman shrugged. “No one knows. No one's seen Kundark.
Consort and son died inthefire. Terrible blaze it was”

“How didit start?’

“No one knows.” The woman looked away from Kharl and resumed
sweeping, muttering to hersdf, “ Stupid question. .. outland
black-staffer.”

After along look at her, and alonger one at the burned ruins, Kharl
turned and retraced his steps back northward in the genera direction of
where he had understood the refit yard to be.

Vamurl stretched much farther to the north than Kharl had thought, and
it was close to noon before Kharl reached the workshops on the
ancient street opposite the refit yard and the three dry docks-all empty.
Thethree largest structures facing the harbor and yards were shuttered
and locked, large barnlike buildings whose exterior planks and timbers
had weathered into faded gray. Grimy powdered snow lay drifted into
the corners where the plank walls met the frozen ground or theworn
and cracked cobblestones of the street.

Kharl's face and hands were numb from the chill, even though he had
periodicaly thrust his hands up under hisjacket.

Between the two shuttered and larger structures on the northern end of
the block was a smdler building, one with unshuttered windows and a
half barrdl displayed on abracket to the right of the front loading doors.
Kharl made hisway to the cooperage and, with a shrug, opened the
door and stepped inside.

A single gray-haired man straightened from where he sood over a
machine that looked to Kharl asthough it were a combination planer
and router of some sort.

Kharl stepped forward. “Y ou're Chaart?’



“That'sme.” The cooper's eyes raked across Kharl. *'Y ou another
cooper looking for aplace?’ Before Kharl could reply, the wiry man
went on. “Not enough orders for me and my boy, and certainly not
enough for another mouth.”

“How did you know?" asked Kharl.

Chalart snorted. “Y ou got that ook and a pack on your back. Buyers
don't wear packs. Seen more...” He shook his head. “Wager you're a
good cooper, too.”

“One of thebest,” Kharl said.
“Then... why areyou here?’

“I'm from Nordla. Thelord's son didn't care that | stopped his
pleasures with my neighbor's daughter.”

“Think things be different here?’
“I'd hope no one would want to kill me,” Kharl replied ruefully.

“You might get that.” Chalart studied Kharl. “What have you been
doing?’
“Ship's carpenter.”

“Keegp doing it. | know ahaf score of coopersthat'd jump for your
postion.”
“How did things get so bad?’ Kharl asked.

“Ask the Emperor of Hamor... or Lord Estloch. I'm just a cooper,
trying to hang on till things get better. They might, someday. Never
know.” Chalart looked down at the wood in the planer.

Kharl took the hint. “Thank you. The best of fortuneto you.”

“Andtoyou.”



Once outside, where the wind had shifted and now blew, colder and
icier, out of the northeast, Kharl studied therefit area, seemingly dmost
abandoned, from the empty dry docksto the cold gray harbor waters
with an increasing chop-and not asingle vessd tied to the one pier
adjoining the dry docks. After severad moments, Kharl turned back
toward the harbor. Should he spend good silversto get passage to
Vizyntofind Tdeasand seeif the scrivener could help him? If he didn't
go, how would he know if there might be a place for acooper? Nine
hundred kays might make adifference. And it might not.

The walk back south and east waslong, but Kharl found the coaster
pier by midafternoon. Standing at the foot of the pier, he studied both
the Norther and the Southshield, then decided on the Southshield, a
amaller versgon of the Seastag-twin-masted with midships paddle
wheds.

He walked down the dock to the ship, and up the gangway to the sailor
on watch, who could have been Tarkyn's younger brother, gray-haired
rather than white-haired, but square-faced and grizzled. The sailor
watched, but did not speak as Kharl neared.

“I waslooking for passageto Vizyn,” Kharl said.

“Let me get the second.” The watchstander rang the bell twice, but said
nothing more.

Kharl did not wait long for the second mate, a narrow-faced woman
within afew years of hisown age, with gray eyesand short hair.

“Werenat hiring,” shetold him bluntly.
“| waslooking for passageto Vizyn.”
“You ablackstaffer?’

“No. | grew up in Brysta. I've been the carpenter second on the
Seastag.”



“Don't take deadheads.”

“I'll pay passage, if it's not too much. Captain Hagen said to tell you
that he sent me.”

“Why'd he say that?’

“The Seastag's going into refit. I've been his second carpenter, but I'd
heard there might be aneed for my skillsin Vizyn...”

The second laughed. “Four silvers. Three more for return passage if
you decide to come back on the sametrip.”

“IsVizynthat bad?”

“It's cold. Snow everywhere. Everyone knows everyone else. Don't
carefor outsders.”

Kharl thought. He wasn't going to be a cooper in Vamurl, not when no
one would take him on and when he didn't have the goldsto set up his
own shop. The same might betruein Vizyn, but would he dways|ook
back and wonder if he didn't go there and see?“When do you leave?’

“In about aglass”
“What sort of quarters? Food?’

“Four gets you abunk in aspace for two, and meals with the crew. We
just runtwo mealsaday at sea. Y ou're the only passenger thisrun, so
you get more space. If you need more gear, be back herein aglass.

Y ou can pay then.”

Kharl smiled wryly. “Got al the gear I'll need. Y ou the one who gets
thedlvers?"
“Meor the cgptain.”

Kharl eased the sillvers out of hiswallet and tendered them.



“We come aboard. Name's Herana.”
“Kharl,” hereplied. ;

“I'll show you your spaces and then have you meet the captain.” She
turned.

Kharl followed, noting that the deck was clean and that what he saw of

the vessel |ooked shipshape. Then, Hagen had recommended the
Southshield.

LXVIII

rue to Heranaswords, Captain Harluk had cast off from the coaster
pier a Vamurl in late afternoon and steamed out of the harbor. Once
clear of the harbor, Harluk had shut down the engine and kept the
Southshield heading due east until well after sunset. Then, inthe
dimness after twilight, in seasthat were not quite so heavy asthosethe
Seastag had encountered on itsway to Vamurl, the captain had
brought the coaster onto a northerly heading.

Kharl's cabin was but big enough for two bunks, one atop the other,

athough he shared it with no one, and there was space enough under
the lower bunk for his pack. He had been forced to angle the staff to
get it to fit through the passageway and into the cabin.

Supper on the Southshield had been distinguished mainly by the hot
bread and peppery gravy spread over dices of meat so saty Kharl
hadn't been certain what it was, perhaps mutton that had been dried,
before being boiled and covered with gravy. Still, with the bread, and
some hard cheese, and dried apples, Kharl had found it far better than
most medls he had eaten in the eightdays before signing on the Seastag.

Inthe late twilight, well after eating, Kharl had made hisway on deck
and stood dightly forward of the paddie whed casing, aft enough that
the spray from the bow did not mist around him, although there was
more spray across the deck than on the Seastag, doubtless because of



the Southshidd's narrower beam.

At times, the dark waters shimmered with aluminescence that was not
light, but the darkness of order. Although Kharl could not have
explained how order-darkness could creste light within the very ocean,
he felt and knew that somehow that was 0.

Now that he was actudly on hisway to Vizyn, he had more questions
of himsdf.

Why was he spending silvers, so hard gotten, to travel to Vizyn? Just
because Tyrbd had written Taleas? How could there be aplace for a
cooper there when there were nonein Vamurl, certainly much larger?

Or was he carrying out the trip because he had already decided that
was what he should do? When did awise man change plans? Why?

“You'reahardy one”

Kharl turned to see the second mate less than three cubits away, amost
lost in the darkness. She stepped closer, then stopped.

“Thinking,” he explained.
“Y ou could do that in afar warmer place,” she said with alaugh.
“Then... | probably wouldn't think. I'd just fall adeep,” he admitted.

Herana stepped closer, stopping agood cubit short of Kharl. “ That'sa
sdlor'sanswer.”

“That'swhat |'ve been for the past seasons.”

“And you'e leaving agood ship with agood captain without knowing
where you're going or what you'll do?’

Put that way, his actions seemed foolish. “Does seem strange,” he
admitted.



“Oneway of putting it.” After amoment, she asked, “How'd you get
that staff? It'sarea Reduce blackstaff.”

“It belonged to someone e se. She was murdered. | tried to return it to
the Brethren when | got to Nylan, but they said it belonged to me and
that | could keep it or they'd destroy it.” Kharl shrugged. “ Couldn't see
agood staff being destroyed.”

“That meansyoureamage.”
“No. I'm no mage. | was a cooper, then | became a carpenter.”

“They don't let just anyone who shows up with one of those keep it,”
the second pointed out.

“They did say that | wasdrawn to order,” Kharl admitted. “But I'm not
amage. Doubt if | ever could beone.” At the uneasinessthat settled
over him with those woras, he quickly added, “Not like any of them.
Maybe | could put abit more order in my work-things like that.”

“Y ou probably aready do. Captain Hagen looks for folk like that.”
“He does?’

“That and more. Somefolk say he'sthelord's left hand, seeing as
they're cousins, seconds, though. Don't know as I'd buy that, close as
folk say they are. Captain Harluk doesn't, and there'slittle that escapes
him, either.”

“| thought there was something about him, even when hefirst cameto
the cooperage...”

“Y ou had your own cooperage?’

“I did. That was awhile ago. Thingsdon't aways turn out the way they
should”

Heranalaughed once more. “Lifeslikethat.” Then she nodded to him.



“Take care up here. Farther north we go and the colder it gets, deck
could geticy and dippery.”

“I'll be careful,” Kharl promised, watching as the second dipped away
aft, back into the deeper shadows not touched by the lamps from the
poop deck.

After atime, he turned and headed back to his cabin. It wasn't that
much warmer than the deck, but the lack of wind and chill spray made
it seem s0, and the day had been long.

LXIX

In hiswinter jacket, handsthrust insideit to keep them warm, Kharl
stood midships, just forward of the paddie whedl frame, where he was
partly sheltered from the wind blowing from the stern, asthe
Southshield eased itsway up to the Single squat pier a Vizyn. His
pack and staff were at hisfeet. The small harbor opened to the
northeast, looking out on gray waters that might have beenliquid ice
from the chill carried by the wind. The hempen fenders that cushioned
the hull from the pier crackled asthe Southshield cameto rest against
the dock, and icy fragments sprayed forth in the morning air.

Everywhere that Kharl looked, there was white, from the steep hills
that encircled the port town to the snow-covered evergreens on those
hills. Theroofs of the dwellings and buildingsin Vizyn were covered
with snow, and the streets that Kharl could make out were
snow-packed. Had there been any sun, the glare would have been
unbearable, but thick and low gray clouds covered the ky, and in
places obscured the tops of the tdler hillsto the west. Smoke from
chimneys drifted upward in grayish lines, eventualy merging with the
low clouds.

“Double up, now!” came the command from &ft.

Kharl waited until the ship was secured, and the gangway down to the
pier before shouldering his pack and picking up his staff. He moved



back around the midships paddle wheel and toward the quarterdeck
areawhere Herana stood.

The second mate looked at Kharl. “WEell be casting off early morning
tomorrow. Therell be space back to Vamurl if you need it. Don't carry
many passengersin the winter, just timber and some hard coal.”

“Thank you.” Kharl glanced beyond the pier. “ Y ou wereright. Thereis
snow everywhere.”

Shelaughed.

Kharl smiled in return and made hisway down the gangway. The pier
itself was generally clear of snow, but he saw patches of dark ice here
and there. He decided to follow the wider street that was mostly clear
of snow and lined with shops. The shop nearest the harbor,
unsurprisingly, was a chandlery and looked to be open. Kharl samped
his boots on the planks of the porch, swept clear of snow, unlike parts
of the Street, before stepping insgde and carefully closing the door
behind him.

The man who was sweeping the floor stopped and looked up, hiseyes
taking in thelong black staff. He appeared to be Kharl's age, although
his beard was streaked with white and bushy. “Could | help you?’

“I'm looking for ascrivener named Tdess...”

The chandler tilted his head dightly, frowning, before he smiled and
answered. “His placeis about seven, eight blocks toward the center of
town. Go up the street till you get to the White Deer. Turnright at the
corner. Should be two-three hundred cubits farther, on the | ft.”

“Thank you.”
“Interest you in some winterbread? Fine travel food.”

Kharl smiled. “After | find Taless... then well see.” He nodded and
turned. Again he was careful to close the door behind him when he left



and stepped back outside. His breath was awhite plumein the cold air
permeated by the mixed odcrs of both burning wood and cod.

Kharl'searstingled after severd hundred cubits, and he could
understand why the few people he saw on the streets wore caps or
hats, generdly with earflaps. He kept walking up the street, dternating
putting one hand and then the other inside hiswinter jacket, ajacket
that was clearly too light for the cold of Vizyn.

Hedthy plumes of whitish smoke poured from the chimneys of the
White Deer, and Kharl was dmost tempted to sep insdetheinn, if
only to warm himself. He could fed the chill cregping into histoes, and
his ears and fingers were beginning to get numb. But the chandler had
sd

that Taleas was but afew hundred cubits from theinn. So Kharl turned
right and kept walking. He walked a good three or four hundred cubits
down the rapidly narrowing Street. He saw a cobbler's shop, atiny
coppersmith's, and dwellings cramped together with only small side
yards heaped high with snow, but saw no sign of ascrivener's shop.

He turned around and retraced his steps, thistime going in the other
direction from the White Deer. The street did not narrow, but widened
dightly, and the dwellings seemed larger and better kept. Thefifth
dwelling-morelike asmall cottage surrounded by snow-draped
conifers-had a carving of apen and an inkpot on the flat surface below
the eavesthat sheltered the small front porch. The short stone walk had
been cleared and swept, and Kharl walked up it and onto the porch.
He rapped gently on the door, then waited.

Intime, arotund figurein gray-gray trousers, gray shirt, with aheavy
gray swesater over the shirt-cracked the door and peered out without
gpesking.

“I'm looking for ascrivener caled Tdeas”

“Let'ssay you'vefound him.” The rotund man looked over Kharl. “Y ou



ablacksaffer?’
“No.”
“Too bad. Could use one around here. Seafarer?”’

“| have been-second carpenter. | used to be a cooper. A scrivener
named Tyrbe said that | should seeyouif | ever got to Vizyn.”

The rotund man nodded. “How are his sons?’

Kharl frowned. “He has none. He never did. Unless there's another
scrivener somewhere named Tyrbel. | meant the onein Brysta”

Tdeas nodded again. “What do you know of Tyrbel lately?’

Kharl shook his head. “Hewaskilled by an assassin before | left
Brysta. That was onereason why | left. We'd been friends and
neighbors, and | feared that | would be next.”

“What happened to the n?’

Kharl glanced around, then, seeing no one close to the scrivener's
door, replied, “1 killed him with acudgd.”

Tdeaslaughed ruefully, once. “What's your name?’
“Kharl.”

“You look like the fellow he wrote about.” The door opened wider.
“Comeonin. | don't know as| can help you much, but | can at least
offer you some hot cider, abiteto eat, and let you thaw out before a
hot stove.”

“Thank you.” Kharl followed the scrivener into the cottage, and then
into aroom off the front Sitting room, where awide and plain desk was
st againgt agtone interior wall that suggested the room had been
added later. On the other outside wall was a square iron stove from
which radiated heat. On the top of the stove was akettle. Kharl leaned



the staff into the nearest corner.
“St down. Sit down,” Taeassaid.

Kharl gratefully shed his pack, placing it on the frayed hooked rug
covering the worn plank floor, then took the plain wooden chair,
leaving the one with the cushion for the scrivener.

Taeastook awoolen pad and used it to lift the kettle, then poured the
steaming cider into amug set on the corner of the desk before easing
the kettle back onto the side of the stove. “ Go ahead. I've aready had
two mugsthismorning.” He reseated himsdf in hisown chair.

“Thank you,” Kharl said again, leaning forward and stretching to take
the mug from the desk. Hetook asmall sip of the hot liquid, grateful for
the warmth, both from the drink and from the heeat of the mug on his
chilled hands.

“What was this business with Tyrbel? He wrote that you might be
coming thisway, and that you might need aposition as a cooper. He
said you'd done him afavor he couldn't repay.”

Kharl aimost winced. He doubted held done Tyrbel any favorsat all,
athough held meant well. “Ah... hed sent hisyoungest, Sanyle, to
deliver something, and she was on her way back, just after twilight.
Two men decided that they wanted her favors... she caled for help,
but | was the only onewho heard.” Kharl shrugged. |1 stopped them,
and she got home safely.”

Tdeasraised his bushy eyebrows. “Y ou aswordsman, too?’

“No. They had blades. | ”;iad my cudgdl. That was the problem.”

Kharl decided that the scrivener would get the entire story one way or
the other and went on with arush of words. "I didn't know one of them
was Lord West's youngest son, not until later. Then he attacked and
beat up ablack-gaffer...” Kharl made the story as quick as he could,
including the n, and ashortened verson of hisown hiding out



until he had gotten aboard the Seastag. ” So that's how it al happened
and how | got here.”

Taeasrocked forward and back in his chair. “Tyrbd said you were the
sort who'd do what he thought was right, without much regard for the
results”

“It'sbeen my undoing at times.”

“Daing right thoughtlesdy can aso be the wellspring of chaos Tdeas
sadironicdly. "You got that staff from the blackstaffer?

“I tried to return it in Nylan, but the Brethren said it was mine. It's
helped at times, but...” Kharl smiled ruefully. “I can't say | know much
about it.”

Tdeaschuckled. “Youll learn.”
Kharl redized he wasn't totally sure he wanted to learn how to useit.

“Youll learn, or you'll end up like poor Tyrbe.” Taeastilted his head.
“The only cooper who might even think about needing help is Almard,
and that would only be for afew years, until hiseldest is of gpprentice
age. Hewould not pay well.”

“For now, | need little except for food, some clothes, and aroof over

“That isdl you'd get from Almard. The others can offer nothing.”
Tdeassmiled sadly.

“Isit just thewinter?’ asked Kharl.

“Life has dways been harder herethan in Vamurl. Thewinter islonger,
the summer shorter, but the fishers brought in good catches, and they
sdted them and sold them. With the winter ice, they could keep thefish
amogt fresh. Vizyn'sfish was prized everywhere, and that waswhy we
once had so many coopers. Then the fish disappeared from the Winter



Banks. The only sources of coins|eft are the timber, and some of the
hard coal, but there's getting to be lessand less of that.” Taleas
shrugged. “Were| younger... but | have some coinslaid by, and
Elmaria gets some rents from the land she got from her father. Vizyn
has been our families home for so long we cannot count the years.
Where elsewould we go?’ He offered another sad smile. “Besides, in
these days, one placeismuch like another.”

Much like another? In what way? Kharl drained the last of the warm
and welcome spiced cider. “ Areyou saying thereislittle difference
between Candar or Reduce or Hamor or Austra?’

“Those that have the wealth and power decide. Here, we have alittle
wedth. Elsawhere, it would be less than nothing. Have you not seen
tha?’

Kharl thought for amoment before responding. “I think that wealth and
power have aways decided matters.” He paused before adding, “I
would worry more about how they decide. Not whether they decide.”

Tdeaslaughed abruptly. “Well said! Well said! Perhaps you should
have been a scrivener, or even ajudticer.”

“I'm a carpenter who's been a cooper, and hopesto be one again.
Nothing more.*

“I fear, friend Kharl, that isyour problem. Tyrbe wrote as much, and in
but afew words, | can attest to what he wrote. For a cooper or a
carpenter, you think too much. And you think too deeply, and you are
inclined to act on what you believe. If you do not act, those actionsyou
do not take will eat you from within. If you do act, those in power will
egt you from without.”

“Y ou make my plight seem hopeless,” Kharl observed.
“Difficult, certainly,” Taeasagreed.



“Just how would you suggest that | escapethis... Stuation?” asked
Kharl, in spite of the fact that he was certain he would not like the reply.

“Y ou must obtain wedlth or power, or obtain the protection of one who
hasthem.”

“Ah... just obtain wedlth and power, or afriend who has both...”
Kharl shook hishead. “1 fear | will have trouble even finding a cooper
to takemeon.”

“Youmay indeed,” Taeas said agreeably. “Perhaps | have said too
much. That isafailing of those of uswho have grown old.”

“Y ou are doubtless right about the cure to my stuation, but the cure
seems as hopeless asthe Stuation,” Kharl replied. “1 thank you for your
hospitdity, but | should befinding Almard.”

Tdeasrosefrom hischair. “ That should not be difficult. Heiswell
outsde the town. Just follow thisroad until you cometo the mill. His
house and shop are on the other side of the road from the mill. | would
judgeitistwo kays.”

Kharl stood and reclaimed his pack and staff. “1 wish | had brought
better news i

“Y ou brought news in good faith, and you stood by Tyrbel as best you
could. That israrein any times, but rarer sill in these.” Taleas paused.
“Just amoment.” He scurried from the room, moving more quickly than
Kharl had thought he might for aman of hisage and bulk, returning
amog immediatdy, extending apair of worn but till well-gtitched and
fleece-lined leather gloves. “ These were once afriend's, and they were
left tome.” Heheld up asmall and wiry hand. “ Asyou can see, they
arefar too large for me, but they will do you good, and do me none.”

“I could not take your-"

Tdeas pointed to his belt and the heavy gloves stuffed there. “I have



good gloves.”

“Thank you. | appreciate your kindness.” Kharl decided that to refuse
the gloveswould be but agesture, and afoolish one. “1 do. | would
that | could repay you in some fashion.”

“Oh... youwill. You aready havein away. Now... pull up the collar
of your jacket to shield your ears,” Taleas added as he escorted Kharl
back to the front door.

Kharl did so.

“Give Almard my best, not that helll care, but it won't hurt.” Taleas
opened the door.

“Thank you.” Kharl stepped outside and bowed to the scrivener.

“Do what you can, young fellow. All | ask.” Taeas smiled and closed
the door.

AsKharl headed out the road that led from Vizyn, he pondered the
scrivener'swords about one place being much like another. Was that
because people were aike? Somehow, those words went with what
the druids had said to him, athough he would haveto think over why
that might be so. He dso had not considered himsdlf ayoung fellow,
but compared to Taeas, hewas.

By the time he had covered the two kays on the snow-packed and chill
road and reached the mill, clearly shut down for the winter, hewas
especidly grateful to Taeasfor the gloves. Without them, hishands
would have been blocks of ice.

Almard had a cottage much like that of Taleas, with abarnlike shop
attached to the left Sde of the cottage by an enclosed walkway. The
walkway was haf-buried in snow piled there-presumably from clearing
the space in front of the shop'sloading dock, athough Kharl only saw a
sngle set of wagon tracks in the packed snow.



He walked to the workroom door and rapped, once. After amoment,
he rapped again.

“Comeonin, and closethe door, if you would.”

Kharl stamped his boots clear of snow and stepped insde. Once there,
he surveyed the work space, which looked as though it had indeed
once been abarn. While Kharl's breath did not steam, the cooperage
was il chill, and only ahandful of barrels were stacked inside, just
behind the loading doors. The forge that had been added |ater, to the
right Sde

of the barn, was cold, and had been for atime. A single cylindrical iron
stove sat in the middle of thework space. Kharl could fedl the heet, but
he was distracted dightly to realize that the stove was not atrue
cylinder, but had sx vertical sdes. HeEd never seen astove shaped like
thet.

Almard stepped toward the door. The cooper was aheavy man, just a
shade shorter than Kharl, but carrying agood two stone more than the
carpenter. “What can | do for you?’ Although the words were hearty
enough, Kharl could sense afd seness behind them.

“Tdeassendshisbest,” Kharl began. “He said | might stop and see
you.”

“Y ou be needing some cooperage?’ Interest sparked in the eyes of
the heavier man.

“I waswondering if you could use an assstant cooper. He said that
you might.”

“Not hardly. Not any more 'n he/d need another scrivener. Not with the
heart of winter comin’ on.”



“I heard there was good fishing here, evenin winter,” Kharl suggested.

“Used to be. No more. Why'd you think there'd be any place here?
Not enough work for those of us il left.”

“I'd heard about Vizyn awhile back,” Kharl replied. “It took some
timeto get here”

“Weagte d that time, you ask me.” Almard gestured toward the barrels
by the loading dock. “ That'swhat | got for the last two eightdays, and
they're il waitin'.”

“I'm sorry.” Kharl nodded. “ The best of fortune to you.” He stepped
back and opened the door.

Almard did not say aword as Kharl stepped back into the afternoon
chill, dosing the door behind him.

After taking a deep, dow bregath, Kharl headed back toward the
harbor. While he had not checked with any other coopers, it was clear
enough from what he had seen of Vizyn that it was not the place for
him. So he might aswell tell Herana or whoever was on watch on the
Southshield that he'd need the return passage to Vamurl. It was dso
clear that he'd spent dmost agold on nothing.

He winced within the winter jacket at that thought.

LXX

After leaving his pack and staff in the cabin on the Southshield, and
paying afew coppers extrato be able to deep on board that night,
Kharl had turned around and walked back to the White Deer for an
early supper. Behind him acrew of men used ashort craneto swing
lengths of planks from heavy wagons on the pier to the ship.

The clouds had not lifted, and the Streets were hard, either with cold
cobblestones, or clay frozen just as solid. A few stray flakes of snow



fluttered down around Kharl, but they had stopped by the time he
reached theinn.

A woman in aheavy gray tunic and trousers met Kharl as he entered
the White Deer and stood in the archway to the public room. “Ale or
food or both?’

1] Both.”
“Got asmall table at the sde. Early enough you can haveit to yoursdlf.”
“Thank you.” Kharl followed her.

The public room of theinn was close, but warm, with heat 0ozing out
from the hearth on one side of the room and the large iron stove on the
other. There were closeto ahdf score of tables, most of them long and
narrow, but there were three smaller tables against the outside wall, and
the server led Kharl to the one closest to the hearth, for which he was
grateful. Hisfeet were cold, dmost numb.

“What do you have?’

“Not much choice tonight, fellow. Got fowl pie or stew. Three coppers,
ether way.”

“Whichis better?”

“Mogt times, thefowl pie. I'd go for the stew tonight.”
“Then| will. Light de?’

“Berk'slager's better. Two coppers either way.”

“I'll try the lager.” Kharl flashed five coppers, and the server nodded
and left.

Within moments, the woman had returned. “Lager. Be abit for the

dew.”



“That'sfine.” He handed her the two coppers, and then athird. With a
smile, shewas gone. Hetook asip of the lager-not so good as many,
but passable, and despite the cold outside he was thirsty. Something
hat, like cider, would have been too cloying.

A group of men in sheepskin jackets entered the public room and took
the long table nearest to Kharl without aword to anyone. When the
server appeared, one of them just announced, “Hard jack for usall.”

Kharl took another sip of hisale, listening to the newcomers.

“... been acold onethiswinter... asow's burden keeping the mill-race
ice-free...”

The cooper frowned. The mill held seen had been closed. Or were
the men from asawmill?

“... dready broke one of the bars...”

“... coinsthough... and they're hard enough to come by now...”
“... dill cold asalord's heart...”

“... sy thet every winter...”

“Wél, it'scold every winter.”
Laughter welled up at thelong table.

The server regppeared with alarge bowl, aspoon, and asmal loaf of
rye bread, setting them before Kharl. He handed over four coppers
and received another smile, abrief one as she hurried back to the
kitchen. She regppeared in moments carrying atray on which werefive
steaming mugs that she set down, one after the other, before the men at
thelong table.

“That'salass”



Kharl took asmal mouthful of the stew. It wasthick, tasty, and only
dightly overpeppered, and the vegetables actually had not been cooked
to mush. The bread was till warm, if dightly dry. Still, it was the best
med held had in days. After severd mouthfuls, he began to pick up on
the conversation at the long table once more.

“... hear about what happened to Heyol's cousin down in Gyran? The
innkeeper.... wdl, hewas an innkeeper till they hung him...”

“... for wha?’

“... for nothing... magigtrate there strung him up for some law no one
ever heard of ... He never studied no booksto beamagistrate. .. just
got thejob ‘cause Lord Estloch liked him. Justice... what he thinksit
is...”

“... better than they got in Elkyn... magigrate there hung afelow for
puttin' leed in hiswine... saidit waspoison...”

“... nothin' anywherethat saysthat...”

“... just wanted wineto taste better... who could blame him for
that?... hung him anyway.”

Kharl frowned. Tyrbel had told him something about that years back,
about how powdered lead made wine taste better, but how too much
of it was apoison that drove men mad if they drank it too much and
too often.

“... who's heto hang an innkeeper for somefool law no one ever
heard of ? Magidtrates and judticers... just tools for the lords and them
with cains...”

“... begood to have ajudticer... understood people, not coins...”

Kharl had to wonder about that. From what he'd seen, most people
didn't want to be understood. They wanted to do what they wanted to
do, whether or not others got hurt. He took another swalow of de



from the mug.
“... savethat kindadreamsfor hot nightsin summer...”

“... hot nights... not gonnahappen... not here, not there, not
anywhere...”

Another burst of laughter rose from the table beside Kharl.

Before long, he would head back to the Southshield. There wasn't
anything else he wanted to do or anyone elseto seein Vizyn. Of that he
was certain.

Carpenter and Mage
LXXI

Thevoyage back from Vizyn to Vamurl was swifter, but colder and
rougher, than the trip north to Vizyn had been, and Kharl was more
than elad when the Southshield finally tied up & the pier in the harbor
at Vamurl late on acloudy fourday afternoon.

Heranastood by therailing as Kharl neared the gangway. “Y ou going
back to the Seastag?’

Kharl grinned sheepishly. “If Captain Hagen'll take me back.”

“I'd wager hewill.” Herana offered abroad smile, onethat carried a
trace of laughter in her gray eyes, and took away thelinesin her narrow
face.

“Let'shopeyoureright.” Kharl returned the smile and, staff in hand
and pack on his back, headed down the gangway.

Vamurl didn't fed dl that much warmer than Vizyn. Waswinter that
coldinall of Austra? Kharl glanced a the warm gloves Taleas had



given him, and for which he remained most grateful. He owed Taess
something, both for his honesty and the gloves, but how, and with what,
could herepay the scrivener? Tadeas had said Kharl had repaid him
and would again, but he'd never explained, and Kharl hadn't asked. A
sense of sadness passed through him as he thought of another
scrivener. He continued to make hisway down the pier toward the
harbor way.

“You! With the gaff!”
Kharl turned.

Three men in yelow-and-black tunics-uniforms of some sort- siood on
the stone causeway at the shoreward end of the pier. The shorter
armsman on the right pointed at Kharl. “Best get back on whatever
shipyou cameinon.”

Kharl forced himsdlf to look at the lead armsman directly, but openly,
and not with hodtility, despite the anger in the man'svoice. Thefellow
had no hint of chaos, and Kharl did his best to project directness and
honesty as hereplied. “I'm a carpenter on the Seastag. | went to see
friendswhile the ship wasin refit.”

“Who'sthe master?’
“Hagen'sthe captain, Furwyl'sthefirs...”

“Get back out to the refit yard then, and, if you know what's good for
you, don't carry adark staff like that, not now.”

“Yes, ser. | will, ser, but | wastraveling, and astaff helps...” Kharl
paused as he redlized that there were more of the uniformed armsmer
everywhere. “What's happened? When | [€ft...”

“Lord Estloch was murdered, that's what.”

“Oh... that's not good.”



“Worse'n that. Be on your way.” The wordswere gruff, but no longer
hodtile. “ And get that staff put aside soon asyou can.”

“Yes, s&,” Kharl replied politely, wondering why the guard had
backed down so quickly. Then, he was glad the man had.

He made hisway northward toward the street he thought led to the refit
yards. Hed only been in that part of the harbor once before, seeking
out Chalart to see about a position as a cooper. Had it only been little
more than an eightday before? It seemed longer. Once he was awvay
from the main part of the harbor, he saw no more guardsin uniform,

but there were few people out and about, fewer than he would have
thought just from the cold weether and the chill wind.

When he reached the refit yard, Kharl stopped short of the single pier
and looked northwest. It was easy to pick out the Seastag inthelast
dry dock. The other two dry docks were empty, as they had been
edlier.

He made hisway past the single pier and then along the edge of the
water until he stood on the stone edge of the drained dry dock. The
ship was resting on kedl blocks and angled supports, and was a'so
tethered with heavy hemp cablesthat ran from the masts and bowsprit
to bollards twice the size of thosein the harbor. Kharl looked down at
the mud-smeared stone base of the dry dock, then toward the gangway.

He walked to the gangway, but stopped short as Ghart appeared from
asmal shed set short of the gangway .

“You didn't like the country life sowell, | see,” observed Ghart.

“They weren't too interested in having agood cooper, just acheap
one,” Kharl said, knowing he was shading the truth somewhat.

“That'stheway of theworld,” Ghart replied. “Captain told me you'd
most likely be back. Never took you off the crew list.” Kharl didn't
know what to say to that.



“Hé's done that more 'n once. Did it for me after my first voyage. Been
with him ever since. Were dl in the bunkhouse there.” Ghart gestured
toward the low stone structure set back from the refit area, and

north of the warehouses and Chalart's cooperage. “ Need to take your
gear there, then report back here.” He grinned. “ Tarkyn said you'd be
back. Been saving some work for you. We're about through for today,
but hell till want to seeyou.”

Kharl laughed. “He was hoping I'd be back.”

“That hewas.” Ghart's eyes darted toward the southwest. Kharl could
sense the second's concern. “What's going on? | saw armsmen al over
the port.”

“Someone murdered Lord Estloch the day before yesterday.

Crossbow quarrdl from the woods while he was hunting. No one
knowswho. Hed disinherited his eldest years back. Said |lteron was
cruel, and that cruelty didn't serve aland well. People have been saying
that he- llteron, that's the older one-that he was behind the killing, and
that he's got an army and the support of Guillam. Guillam'sthe head of
the factors council, and most of the factors and craftersleastwise listen
to him. Some even say that Ilteron's marching out of the Shiltons against
Lord Ghrant-that's his younger brother-and the one Estloch had named
ashishar.”

“Wheresthe captan?

“He'sin the Great House. He grew up with Lord Estloch, and Lord
Ghrant sort of thought of him as an uncle. Sometimes, hed advise Lord
Estloch. That's what they said.” Ghart looked at the dry dock. “We're
supposed to be out of here by the end of the eightday after this one.
Wish it were sooner. Ship in dry dock islike aman with hislegs
broken.”

“They've got guardsin uniform-black and yellow-at the piersin the
main part of the harbor,” Kharl said.



“Black and yellow-those are Lord Ghrant's personal guards. The
Austran regulars are black and green.”

“You don't think he truststhe regulars? Lord Ghrant, | mean.”

“Don't know asl'd trust anyone, werel in hisboots,” Ghart replied.
“Better get your gear over there in the bunkhouse. Tarkyn said you'd a
lot of catching up to do.”

Kharl laughed again as he turned from the gangway and headed toward
the bunkhouse.

LXXII

After a passable supper in the common room of the bunkhouse, afair
night's deep, and almaost no comment by othersin the crew about his
absence, except afew jokes about coopers, the next morning Kharl
was hard a work. Tarkyn had set up alathe and aplaner in ashed on
the northern side of the dry dock, a shed kept passably warm inside by
an ancient woodstove and surrounded outside by seasoned oak planks
stacked chest high. Kharl'stask was to rough-finish the planksto the
measurements Tarkyn had aready made.

“I thought the shipwrights were the ones working on the Seastag,”
Kharl said.

“They do the hull. Captain's paid extrato have the whole hull checked
for ship worms. Problemis... no one can afford to have every plank in
the ship copper-treated. Just treat the hull and main timbers. Turns out
that there were places where they ate into the interior planks. We get to
craft the planking for the sectionsbein' replaced.”

Kharl's eyes went toward the timbers stacked high outside the shed.
“All thoss?’

“Probably not, but theré'sawhole section in the main hold... and
another just abovethe bilgesin theforward hold...”



Kharl had to amile. Fairness aside, there were reasons why Hagen had
wanted him back.

“ S0 you rough-finish the ones for the main hold to size, while I'm down
getting the Szesfor the forward ones...”

“Leaving methe hard work,” Kharl joked.

“Bests being a cooper without a copper to your name,” retorted
Tarkyn with amock-gruff ness. “ Should anyway...”

“That it does, most honored master carpenter.” Kharl grinned and
offered adeep bow.

They both laughed. Tarkyn was till chucking when he lft.

Kharl had been working in the shed for well over aglassand had a
goodly sized pile of planks ready for Tarkyn when the door opened. He

looked up to see Hagen closing the door and moving toward the lathe.
Kharl dowed the lathe and stepped back.

“Hard at work, | see,” said the captain. “Glad to have you back.”
“Yes, ser. I've got some catching up to do. Haveto say that I'm

glad to be back, ser,” Kharl replied. ” And | appreciate your kindness. |
do.

“Even with everything Tarkyn had waiting?’ Hagen's eyestwinkled

for amoment.

“Even s0.” Kharl paused. “Might | ask what's happening in Vamurl
with Lord Ghrant?*

Hagen's countenance turned sober. “It's said that his older brother



[Iteron has landed an army at Bruel, and the highland barons of the
west have thrown inwith him.”

Brud? Where the Hamorians could still send brimstone? Kharl decided
not to ask, not yet, instead saying, “1'd heard that 1lteron was a cruel
sort. Why would they support him?’

“They can accept his cruelty more than the rule of his brother. They
didikethereformsthat Lord Estloch forced on them and Lord Ghrant
issaid to favor. Especidly the right of peasantsto buy their way out of
indenture. They clam that they'll lose dl their lands because the
pessantswill dl leave”

“How will most peasants ever raisethat kid of coin?” asked Kharl.

Hagen looked sharply at Kharl, then smiled wanly. “Mogt won't. It
doesn't matter. The highland lords are used to being absolute rulers
over their lands. The merchants and factors have more power in the
north and east, and most won't support Ilteron because they fed that
hisrulewill ruin trade and factoring.”

“Arethe east and west of Audrathat different?’
“They areindeed.”

“Will the merchants and factors sand behind Lord Ghrant? 1'd heard
that someone on the factors council.....”

“Guillam hasleft Vamurl. The otherswill hold for Ghrant, but it will be
ahard battle because | Iteron has more than afew companies of
Hamorian-trained free armsmen.”

“Freearmsmen?’
“ Armsmen who serve the highest bidder.”

“The Emperor of Hamor is paying them, you think?’ asked Kharl.
“With the brimstone going there, isn't thet likely?’



“How would one know? | would guess so, but that isn't something
that's proof...” Hagen shrugged. “ The highland barons love warfare,
and they have waited for yearsto take revenge on the easterners and
merchants”

“If they are so warlike, how-"

“They are fewer, and they could never long hang together, and when
Lord Estloch's great-great-grandsire subdued them, he stationed
arms-men all aong the borders and stopped their raids. It was bloody,
because the easternerslost twice as many men, but Lord Isthel kept the
highlanders from getting enough food. After three years, they were
garving, and he marched into the highlands and leveled dll their keeps
and took all their weapons. For two generations, he and his son
garrisoned thewest.” Hagen laughed, ruefully. “Then the garrison
commanders became the lords of the highlands...”

Kharl shook his head.

“Seemslike what the fatherslearn, the grandchildren forget,” Hagen
said. “Enough of that. I'm keeping you from your work, and we'll need
the Seastag back afloat as soon aswe can.” He nodded. “ Good to
have you back.” Then hewas gone.

Kharl turned his attention back to the planer and the next set of
measurements. As aways, he recalled hisfather's maxim: Measure
twice, cut once.

But he still fretted about landowners who seemed just like Egen. Did
every land have them?What did it take to keep them from their evil?
Was greater power or violence dways the only answer? Then he
shook his head, ruefully. Just what could a carpenter do?

Abruptly, he stopped.

Tdeashad said that if he did not learn more about himsalf and the staff,
he would end up as dead as Tyrbd. With turmoil everywhere he went,



those words carried more impact.

LXXII

For the next severa days, Kharl and the rest of the crew worked from
just before dawn to after dusk. By twoday of the following eightday,
Kharl and Tarkyn had replaced dl the damaged planksin the Seastag,
including severa that Tarkyn had not redized were damaged, but that
Kharl's order-senses had discovered. Kharl had been careful enough to
show the damage with ahammer and chisd, rather than claiming

anything.

In the evenings, on astraight-backed chair pulled up under one of the
few wall lampsin the common room of the bunkhouse, Kharl had taken
to reading and rereading sections of The Basis of Order .

Hewas puzzling over a phrase-“the greater the concentration of order
within objects, the greater the amount of free chaosin theworld.” At
that moment, the door to the outside opened, and agust of wind
whistled through the room for the instant that it took a short and stocky
man in abrown cloak to enter and close the door behind him. The
newcomer glanced around the common room before his eyeslighted
upon Kharl. Nodding, asif to himsdlf, he stepped forward.

Kharl closed the book, still holding it, and stood. Although he had
never seen the man, he could sense the darkness of order surrounding
him.

“I've heard about you-felt you aswell.” The man waswell muscled, if
graying, and his hair and the tunic under his heavy brown cloak were

amost the same shade. He pulled up achair and seated himsdlf but a
few cubitsfrom Kharl.

Kharl sat down dowly. “Felt me?’

“Bit old for ablackstaffer, though.”



“Blackgtaffer?” Kharl shook his head. “I'm not from Reduce. I'm a
cooper from Brysta. Or | was.” Who was the man, and what did he
want with Kharl?

“You can't stay asa ship's carpenter forever, much as Hagen would
like to keep you. Sooner or later, you'll do too much, or one of Lord
[Iteror/s mages will discover you're here”

“An assigtant to a carpenter?’

“You're a better carpenter than Tarkyn is. He knowsit, and that's why
he has you doing the precise work. He's been around long enough that
it doesn't bother him, and it makes hislife easer.” The other smiled.

“Why areyou here?” Kharl asked. “Who sent you?’

“No one sent me. | cameto seeyou, to offer you someingght... if
you'reinterested. Y ou should be, if you've got any sense.”

Kharl 4ill felt uneasy and off-baance. “Why did you mention Lord
[lteron? And not Lord Ghrant?’

“Lord Ghrant doesn't have any mages.”
Kharl guessed. “He hasyou... doesn't he?’

The other smiled. “Such as| am, | suppose. | couldn't do much against
true chaos-wizards. My little tricks wouldn't even dow them down.
That'swhy | stay away from the Great House. I'd just call attention to
Lord Ghrant'slack of magery.”

“What kind of tricks?’
“Each skill hasto be learned. Most cannot be taught.”

Kharl snorted. “I can't teach coopering to everyone, but | can teach it
to those who have the good hands and thewish to learn. | don't see
that magery isthat much different.”



“It'snot. But the costs are so much higher if the student isungrateful.”
The mage, if indeed he happened to be one, rose from the chair. “Now
isnot thetime or placeto talk. If you want to learn more, not that | can
offer you more than asmall portion of what you could do, you need to
comefind me. I'minthe Nierran Hills. That'sjust northwest of here.”

“Y ou waked here?’

“Why not? It'sonly five kays, and | had to see who was creating such
an order-focus. Besides, | could use the exercise”

“Order-focus?’ Kharl frowned and, when the other did not respond,
asked, “Who told you to come to me, and how would | get away?’

“Just tell your captain that you're going to see Lyras.” He wrapped his
cloak around himsalf and walked to the bunkhouse door. With abrief
wave, hewas gone.

“Whowasthat?’ cdled Reld from the corner where he and severd
otherswere gaming.

“I don't know,” Kharl said, then added, “He said hisname was Lyras,
but I've never seen him before.”

Reid offered a cryptic smile and went back to gaming.

Kharl looked down at the book in his hand, thinking about what Lyras
had said about the costs of magery being so much higher than those of
coopering. After atime, he opened the book once more and began to
read. He found it hard to concentrate on the words... or what they
meant.

LXXIV

Dy midmorning of fiveday, Kharl knew he needed to talk to Hagen.
After three days of thinking, of evenings spent reading The Basis of
Order and learning little new from it, the words of both Taleas and



Lyras had continued to hammer a him. So... during abresk from
working with the lathe to turn shafts for abench back in the mess,
Kharl eased away from the shed and toward the other side of the dry
dock, where Hagen and Furwyl were standing and surveying the
Seastag.

Kharl scood well back, under awelcome and even dightly warm sun,
with thefirg clear skiesin dmost an eightday, waiting for the captain
and first mate to finish their conversation, hoping for abreak before too

long.
“ ... tomorrow... thecaulk's st... after that?’

“... timbers not as seasoned aswed like, ser,” Furwyl replied. “Well
have to watch that for near-on haf ayear... couldn't get the best
seasoned timbers, not ones that'd take copper...”

“... try for thefirs of theeightday.”

“Yes, ser.” Furwyl headed toward the building that held the
shipwright'sforeman.

After studying hisvessd for atime, Hagen turned. “Y ou wanted to
speak to me, carpenter?’

“Yes, ser.” Kharl stepped toward the captain. “ The other night | had a
vigtor.”

“Lyras. | heard.”

“Hesad | should visit him, and that al | had to do wastell you.” Kharl
waited.

Hagen laughed. “ That old devil! Maybe he does know something. By
al means, go and see him. Work in the morning and seehimin the
afternoon. See what you can find out.”

“About what?”



“About anything. He won't tell you unlessyou ask.”

“Heaready told methat Lord Ilteron has some white wizards,” Kharl
ventured. “He didn't say how he knew or where they came from.”

“He never does,” Hagen replied. “With matters asthey are, it'smore
important than ever that you go and see him. All | ask isthat you tel me
anything you learn about what may be happening herein Augtra.”

“Areyousure...”

Hagen looked hard at Kharl. “Y ou might turn out to beamage. You
might not. If you are, welll al be better off for it. If you're not, Lyras
will tell you that aswell, and you'll be abetter carpenter for it. Either
way, I'm better off, and so areyou.”

“Yes, sar.” Kharl wasn't certain that magery, especidly any magery he
might learn, would be that hel pful to others. So far, his actions hadn't
exactly benefited those close to him, but he wasn't about to say that.

“Tdl Tarkyn I'm having you vist Lyras. Hell understand. I'll be here
mornings. If something can't wait, Furwyl knowswhereto find me.”

“Yes, s

Hagen took alast look at the dry-docked Seastag, then walked back
toward the stern, squinting as his eyes peered at the lower hull.

Kharl headed back to the shed that held the lathe and Tarkyn. Hed
little more than entered it and closed the door before Tarkyn stopped
thelathe.

“What did you and the captain talk about? Saw you with him,” Tarkyn
observed.

“I told him about Lyras, and what he told me. Captain said he wanted
meto go see Lyrasin the afternoon, more than once, if necessary.”



Tarkyn fingered his chin. “ That'd figure, the captain being thought so
closeto Lord Estloch and now Lord Ghrant. He can't visit Lyras, and
no one'd think twice about your going.” He chuckled. “Evenif it'sas
much for your good ashis.”

Kharl shrugged helplesdy. “What... the captain said. Those were his
words...”

“I'm surethey are.” Tarkyn looked at the lathe. “Best you get back to
the lathe so that this old man doesn't have to do too much by himsdlf.”
The gruff words were belied by the twinklein the eyes of the
white-haired carpenter.

Kharl chuckled and took over at thelathe.

Stll, hefdt guilty about leaving the carpentry shed at the dry dock not
much after noon, but Tarkyn had amost shooed him out the door.
“Captain has areason for everything. Go!”

Kharl went. He decided against taking the staff, but he did persuade
Ghart to let him take a cudgd from the weagpons locker. He covered
thefirst few kays, through the streets and out the north road from
Vamurl, easily enough. Then the stones of the north road gave way to
damp and sometimes dippery clay, and he wished he had a staff for
bal ance as his steps dowed.

All indl, it waswell into midafternoon by the time Kharl found Lyras,

who was outside amodest cottage of red sandstone, stone smoothed

and polished into an even finish, with adark date roof, glasswindows,
and green-painted shutters and front door. The dwelling was long and
narrow, no more than fifteen cubits wide, but it ran back agood forty,
Kharl judged.

The mage was on the south side, pruning dormant berry busheswith a
pair of long-handled shears. “Wasn't certain I'd see you, Master
Kharl.” Lyrastook alast snip with the shears.



“Kharl... I'mno master.”

“Word isthat you're amaster cooper, and you might be amaster of
more than that someday. Let'sgoingde. | can have Zeraheat up a
kettle of something to warm us.” Lyras walked to the low front stoop,
two steps above the front walk. There he set down the shears, then
opened the door, holding it for Kharl to enter.

“Thank you.” Kharl wasn't that cold, not after awalk that had left him
al too warm, but he appreciated the hospitality.

A roundish brown-haired woman appeared at the back of the front
room that extended the width of the cottage.

“My consort, Zera,” Lyras said, beforeturning to her. “ThisisKharl.
Hesthe onel told you about. If you wouldn't mind warming up the
tonic... dear?”’

“I've already put it on.” Zeralooked to Kharl. “I've some shortbread.
Would you like some?’

“That would be most welcome... if it'snot... | wouldn't want...”

Zeralaughed heartily. “No... you won't be eating us out of hearth and
home. Weve plenty.” With asmile, she dipped through the doorway
leading out of the front room.

Lyras gestured to the pair of chairs set severa cubits back from the

iron stove located in the northwest corner of the room. “We can talk
here.'

Kharl sat, and, after along silence, looked at the older mage. 'Tjj here.”
“And you want immediate enlightenment.”

“No. I'd settle for auseful hint or two. Or an exercise that woulc teach
me something.”



“Y ou can dready detect chaos at a distance, and you can tell wht
people do not tell the truth. That is more than many who claimto
mages. Why do you wish to know more?’

Kharl thought for amoment before replying. “I don't know. | onl} fed
that | should.”

“So you can become wedthy and powerful, perhaps?’ A dightly ironic
tone colored Lyrasswords.

“It would be good not to be coinless,” Kharl countered, “but | have
enough coins”

Lyras nodded. “ So you came to see me without being able to explain
why, and you want my advice and help, but you can't tell me where
you'd likethisadvice?’

Kharl nodded, and was saved from having to make an immediate
response by the arrival of Zera, carrying two black mugs. She handed
onefirst to Kharl, then oneto Lyras, and dipped out of the front room,
only to return with asmall platter that she set on the low table between
the town chairs. Without spesking, sheleft asquickly and assilently as
she had entered.

“It'sasweetened redberry cider,” Lyras explained. “ Takes the chill off
the bones.” Hetook asip. “Ahhh...” Then he reached for one of the
oblong shortbreads.

Kharl followed the older man's example and found the hot drink neither
too hot nor too sweet. He also had a shortbread. “It'sgood. So isthe
shortbread.” After amoment, and another bite of shortbread, he
looked at Lyras. “Why are you here? Outside of Vdmurl?’

“Why not? It's a pleasant place, and far more comfortable than afew
roomsin the Great House. I'm not that good a black mage. You're
aready stronger than | am, and you've had no training at al. Therésno
usefor aweak magein Reduce, and none of thelordsin Austraor



Nordlaredly want any powerful black magesin their lands. The
Emperor of Hamor just uses mages up.” He gestured toward the
window to hiseft, the one overlooking the berry bushes he had been
pruning. “1 know enoughto help

them produce and make jams and jellies, and no one pays much
atention. 5,;metimes, I'd go to see Lord Estloch, but I never knew
whether I'd done more good or harm. He let me stay because aweak
black mage is much lesstrouble than aweak white wizard, who can till
be obvioudy dangerous.”

Kharl wondered about the words-obvioudy dangerous. “I saw awhite
wizard once. He gathered young people, mostly girls, and when he was
done, they died. Not amark on them.”

“Did helook younger afterward?’
“I don't know.”

“He probably was younger. His body had more concentrated good
chaos, the strength of youth. What happened to him?’

“Hedied.” Kharl had said too much. “But... you must be from
Reduce... you know so much...”

“Ah, yes. | must confessthat | wasborn in Reflin. My father wasa
baker, and apoor bakery it was. | didn't learn athing. Zeradoes dl the
baking, and agood thing it is.” The mage took another sip of the
redberry cider, then looked a Kharl. “My taking isn't going to help
you much. Of course, not knowing what you want doesn't help much
ather.”

“I know what | want,” Kharl said. “1 want to put thingsto right. I'd
liked to have donethat in Brysta. | just didn't know how.”

“What waswrong in Brysta?’

“My consort was hung for akilling she had nothing to do with. | was



flogged for trying to defend her and for stopping the lord's son from
taking his pleasure by force with aneighbor girl. Another man was hung
because he told the truth about the lord's son...”

“Ah, yes... tdling the truth. That's often the recipe for disaster. Evena
poor mage recognizes that. What € se?’

“A weaver girl had to hide in arendering yard because the tariff farmer
seized her mother's house and shop and tried to force her into indenture
at apleasure house. That white wizard-the one | mentioned- was
working with the lord's son and killed young girlsfor hisuse, and no
one even seemed to notice.”

“It'sthat way in most lands. It has been more often than not,” Lyras
pointed out. “Why should it be different in yours?’

“It should be better everywhere, but aman wantsto see things better
where hewasraised.”

“Not al men. Not even most men.”
“I'm not most men.”

“No. Yourenot.” Lyraslaughed. “Become ajusticer. That way you
can change some of those things.”

“A cooper? Asajusticer?’

“Haven't you ever heard of the Justicer's Challenge? All theworld
knows about it. It's a practice that's only accepted here and in Nordla.”

“I'veheard of it,” Kharl admitted. “ Didn't seem like something for a

“It'sseldom used.” The older man laughed again. “ That's because no
one dares. Failure meansthat the chalenger suffersthe fate of the
accused-the punishment of each of the five accused comprising the
chalenge.” Lyrastook another sip from his mug. “Forget about that



now. What you really need is some exercises that will help you
understand what power you may have and the limits of that power.”

Kharl managed to refrain from saying that hed dready said that.

“I have severa suggestions,” Lyraswent on. “Some order-mages are
wegther mages. Thereisaway to tel if you havethat talent. Take a
kettle and put it on a hot stove. Watch the steam. Try to movethe
cloud of steam around. It works better in a cold room-"

“Steam... and weather?’

“Oh... clouds are made up of water, like steam. Where do you think
the rain comes from? Then, others are healers. Serious wounds create
an angry reddish fed within them. If you can sense and remove that
kind of chaos... that'swhat aheder is.”

“An exercise?’ asked Kharl.

“Therearen't any that | know of. Oh... if you can study smdl animals
with your senses, and feel how order worksin them, that might help.
I've heard that there are earth mages, who can sense the flow of order
and chaosin the ground beneath, and some of them are smiths. Asa
cooper... maybe you come by that naturaly. In hot metd ... right from
theforgefire, the order bonds are weaker, and chaosis, well, more
fluid-that's how the black engineers on Reduce make all that black
iron... another trick, redly only atrick... isto useyour sensesto let
light flow around you. Light flowslike weter in away, you know.
Unlessyou're very good with order-sensing what's around you, you'l
be blind, but sometimesit's useful not to be seen... never could do that
one mysdlf, but I've seeniit done...”

Kharl continued to listen, feding that, perhapsfor thefirst time, hewas
getting an idea of what order-magery was al about-or rather the

fedling, beyond words on the pages of The Basis of Order, that what
thewords had hinted at could actualy be accomplished.



“... Now therés onelast thing. About that staff. There was areason
why they wouldn't take that back, one that they didn't tell you. You
need to look up aphrasein The Basis of Order. Y ou have acopy,
don't you?’

“Yes” Kharl admitted grudgingly.

“Therésaphrasein there about staffs, blackstaffs. It'simportant... and
that's probably more than | should have said, and don't ask me more.”

“Why not?” Kharl asked bluntly.

“Becauseit's something you haveto find, or it won't mean anything. Tell
it to someonedirectly... it never works. Already, | may havetold you
too much.”

How could anyone be told too much? But then... hed tried to tell his
boysthings, and they'd had to learn for themselves. “ Thank you.” Kharl
paused, trying to make sure he remembered everything that Lyras had
said. “Why did the Emperor of Hamor send chaos-mages, and not
order mages?’

“I'm scarcely the emperor,” Lyras pointed out. “But I'd guess that's
because comparatively weak chaos-wizards can create much
destruction, and there weren't any strong order-mages here.”

Kharl didn't quite understand the connection, and it must have shown
on hisface.

“Oh... you don't see. But then, how would you know?’ Lyras shook
his head. “ Because black mages serve order, they preserve and
strengthen ties and forces. So... astrong order-mage couldn't throw
free chaos & awhite wizard, but he could walk through all that chaos
with his order shields and strike one blow with a staff or something- not
ablade-and destroy the white wizard. Buit... the emperor didn't think
there were any order-magesin Austra.”



“ So the mages he sent to support Lord Ilteron-”

“Ilteronisonly ahill baron. Hissre couldnt strip him of hishill landsin
the Shiltons, much as he would have liked to. Ilteron's been building his
own personal guardsfor years. Lord Estloch choseto ignore that,
dthough | warned him.”

“Why does everyone think Ilteron was behind the lord's death?’

Lyras snorted. “ Thetiming, for one thing. Lord Ghrant reached his
majority last year. If Estloch had been killed before thet, there would
have been aregency, and doubtless wiser heads, such asHagen and

Lady Renyra, would have been on the regency council. Lord Ghrant's
inexperienced, but he wants things hisway. But he doesn't like people
arguing with him; he hates persond confrontation. He'sthe sort that's
happy to order someone el se to shed the blood, but doesn't want to
grikethe blow himsdf...*

Kharl had his doubts about relaying that to Hagen.

“And then there's Mal cor. He's been bowing and scraping dl over the
Great House for the last two years. Lord Estloch dies, and Malcor
vanishes without taking hisleave and regppears back in the hills,
making avigt to llteron. Also, Ma cor isknown to be excellent with a
crossbow.”

“Doesn't anyone ése know this?’

“Severd score, I'd imagine, but none with the nerve to say such out
loud. Therésno gaininit. It won't bring back Lord Estloch. It raises
the question of why anyone who would state that didn't tell someone
before, and, should Ilteron succeed in overthrowing Ghrant, whichis
most likely, it subjects the speaker to theloss of lands and life. So. ..
everyoneisslent.”

Kharl understood that. He just hadn't thought that powerful lords and



landholders would behave in the same fashion as crafters, dthough,
upon reflection, he could see there wasn't any reason why they
wouldnt.

“Y ou had thought lords might speak up?’ asked Lyras.
“I had congdered it, but not for long.”

“They speak out for the truth less than crafters, for they have moreto
lose, and little to gain from the truth. That's why no one trusts them, and
they trust each other even less”

“It'sawonder that anyone speaksthe truth,” Kharl said.

“And when they do, examine their words closaly.” Lyras stood. “It's
getting close to sunset, and you'd best be heading back. The parts of
Va-murl north of therefit yards aren't the best in full night, even with
your sight.”

How did Lyras know about his night sight? Or was that something that
even minor mages had? Kharl sood and set the empty mug onaside
table. “Thank you. Might | come back when I've had achanceto
condder what you've said?’

“I'd not be stopping you.” Lyras opened the cottage door for Kharl.
“Until then.” Kharl nodded as he | eft the stoop.

He walked quickly down the path to the road, then turned southward,
trying to sort out everything he had heard over the afternoon. He

certainly wanted to try out some of the exercises and tests Lyras had
suggested, if only to see what he might be able to do.

And he had promised Hagen to pass on what he had learned, little asit
seemed.

LXXV



he next morning was sunny, but the air felt damper, and Kharl could

see clouds just above the horizon to the northeast. Since he had
promised to report to Hagen on what he had learned from Lyras, Kharl
found the captain even before he went to the shed to work with Tarkyn.

Hagen listened as Kharl reported on what Lyras had said. When Kharl
had finished, Hagen tilted his head, not quite nodding, then tugged on
his earlobe. “Lord Estloch had told me about the persona guards, but |
don't think he wanted to believe lIteron had hired so many. Asfor
Malcor, that | can believe. He comesfrom the old line.”

Kharl didn't know anything about the old line and decided not to ask.
“And no one, not one lord or factor, said aword?’

“Oh, doubtlessthey're dl telling each other now that they knew it all
along and that they each had told Lord Estloch in confidence, but that
for reasons of hisown, Lord Estloch chose not to act. By sunset, every
oneof themwill believeit.”

Kharl thought he understood better why Hagen preferred the seato the
Great Housein Vadmurl.

“You aren't that surprised, now, are you?’ asked Hagen.

“No, ser. I'd have to say that I'd hoped for better, but | didn't expect
it”

Hagen smiled, sadly. “ That's agood precept. Hope and work for
better, but don't expect it. Are you going to see Lyrasagain?’

“I'd thought to, ser, but not for awhile. Wouldn't do any good right
now.” Kharl wasn't sure that another visit would help, not until hed had
achanceto try out some of what the mage had suggested, at least. He
also wondered about the mysterious references to the staff.

“That's probably for the best. When you do, let me know if you find
out anything ese”



“Yes, ser. I'll be heading back to the shed now.”
Hagen just nodded, histhoughts clearly turning e sewhere.

Kharl wasthefirg in the shed. Hed fired up the old stove and was
setting up the lathe when Tarkyn arrived, closing the door behind him.

“S0... what'd you find out from Lyras?’ asked Tarkyn. “Didn't want to
ask last night, not till you talked to the captain and not with other ears
around.”

“IIteron has some white mages, and it'slikely that someone named
Malcor killed Lord Estloch.”

“Macor... namesfamiliar. Don't know why.”
“I'd never heard of him, but the captain had. Said he was out of the old
line”

“Oh... him. Hisfather was the out-of-consort son of Lord Estloch's
uncle. The uncle had but daughters, and couldn't pass on thetitle.
That'show Estloch got it.”

Kharl thought he understood, not that it made senseto him. A sonwas
ason; adaughter was a daughter. Both were children. For amoment,
theimages of Arthal and Warrl flashed to mind, and he swallowed,
wishing that he could have done more for them... somehow. But there
wasn't much else that he could do. Not at the moment.

“Anything else? That you can say?’

“There wasn't much else. Lyrastalked about why the Emperor of
Hamor didn't send his best white wizardsto Austra”

“That'strouble”

“And llteron has more persond guards than anyone knew. That was
about it.”



“Wager that's more than most folks knew. Captain pleased?”’

“He seemed to know most of it, except for Macor. He's worried about
something.”

“'Course hesworried. HE'strying to advise alord who's barely more
than aboy, and that lord's going to be attacked by his brother who's
being supported by the Emperor of Hamor... I'd worry, too.”

So would Kharl. Left ungpoken was the understanding that Hagen was
s0 closdly linked to Estloch and Ghrant that if [lteron triumphed, Hagen
would lose hisshipsor even hislifeif he didn't flee Austra.

“Y ou about ready with that lathe?’ asked Tarkyn.
Furwyl had added another project for the carpenters-a second

weapons locker beside the ladder to the poop deck-and he'd said
Hagen wanted it finished in the next few days.

“ Second wegpons locker, dong with everything ese” Kharl said, haf
to himsdlf, ashe made the find adjustmentsto the lathe settings. “ That's
not good...”

“These days, not muchis,” countered Tarkyn.
Kharl couldn't say much to thet.

By the end of the day, when hel€eft the carpenter shed, Kharl ill had
questions swirling through his head. The clouds had moved in from the
northeast by midafternoon, and afine cold rain filtered out of adark

gray sky.

Hed really been too busy to think in any depth about what Lyras had
sad, but the questions hadn't gone away. Although Kharl had not tried
it, not having aforge that he could use while not being weatched, he
thought, just from his earlier effortswith iron, that he might be ableto



forge something like black iron. What he would use it for was another
guestion. He clearly had no fedl for what lay deep beneath the earth,
athough he could senselife and patterns within perhaps a cubit of the
surface.

Kharl moved quickly from the shed to the bunkhouse. He was headed
for the mess and common room when he recaled the kettle test
suggested by Lyras. With ahaf smile, he made hisway to the door of
the kitchen areaand dipped insde. As he had hoped, therewas a
kettle on the huge and antique iron stove.

Kharl stared at the kettle. While, with his senses, he could fed the swirl
of order and chaos in the steam that poured from the spout, he could
not seem to move it. He thought he could stop the steam, because
when he concentrated on touching the bits of order and chaos, the
steam cloud did not change shape, but he did not try that for long, since
that was dl he seemed able to do and since he didn't want anyone
noticing. Asfar as moving the stleam, light asit might be, he could not.
While he didn't know how, even in ageneral way, he doubted that was
the problem.

“What you looking at, carpenter?’ asked Yilyt, the ship's cook.
“Watching us cook isn't gonnaget you fed earlier.”

“I wondered what you werefixing.”

“Got some kdfin-good white fish-hard to come by. Be frying that
up..."

Kharl nodded. To him most fish tasted the same. “ Thank you.” He

dipped out and went to the washhouse adjoining the bunkhouse. The
only water was cold-ice-cold-and washing was atria, but Kharl had
always preferred being as clean as he could reasonably be.

Since he knew supper was still not ready when he headed back



through the rain that was changing to a colder and heavier downpour,
he stopped for just amoment and picked aleaf from the scraggly plant
outside the front door to the bunkhouse. He wasn't sure whether it was
abush or aweed. Probably aweed from the broad leaf with the
thornliketips.

Carrying it gently in hisleft hand, he stepped into the common room.
Except for saverd riggersthat he knew only by sight and name, the
tables were mostly empty. Kharl sat down at one end of abench. He
st the leaf on the table and looked at it, both with eyes and order
Senses.

Even though he had picked it, there was ill some sense of life,
athough that was fading. Kharl could sense the way the order and
chaos ebbed, amost like tiny threads, notched or “hooked” at the
ends. Almost on awhim, hetried to link those “hooks.”

The leaf looked subtly different.

When Kharl touched it, it felt as hard asiron. He undid the twistsin the
order and chaos that he had somehow created, and both order and
chaos disintegrated into minute fragments, atouch of white mist and
one of black seeping unseeninto the air. The leaf itself went limp. He
could tell it was also dead, totally dead.

Somehow, he could make things so hard that they were like armor, but
doing so would kill anything living. Hejust sat therein thought for atime.

Argan and Reld did onto the benches across the table from Kharl,
setting platters down. At the clunk, Kharl 1ooked up.

“Better get some. Looks good,” said Reid.

“Oh... thank you.” AsKharl stood, he looked at the table for the lef,
but dl that was|eft was awhitish powder. Almost dazed, he walked to
the end of the messline and waited for his platter, then picked up a
mug of avery poor de, and returned to the table across from Reid and



Argan, Stting down, and taking aswallow of thede. Hewasthirsty.

“What were you doing?’ asked Argan. “We came by and you were
looking a some funny leef. Didn't even hear us”

“Couldafired acannon at you. Don't think you'd have moved,” added
Red.

“Guess| wastired, or hungry,” Kharl replied. “Weve been working on
a second wegpons locker. Got the frame tied to the poop frames, and

well have mogt of it donetomorrow. If therain ever lets up. Got
waterproofs over it now, but well till need sunlight to do it right.”

“ Another wegponslocker?’ Reid looked at Argan. “Can't say | like
that. Captain hear something about more pirates?’

“Maybe it hasto do with thelord out west, the one that's rebelled
againg Lord Ghrant,” suggested Argan.

“Say the Hamorians might back him,” mumbled Reid, looking a Kharl.
“What do you know about that?’

“Some folks say he's got awhite wizard and more persona guardsthan
most hill lords,” Kharl admitted. “He'sthe brother of Lord Ghrant.”

“Brother against brother, and lords, too. That'd be nasty. Be glad when
we're outadry dock,” Reid said.

Kharl just nodded. The kafin was actudly fairly good, firm under a
crispy crust, and the potatoes were less lumpy than usual. “ Think well
oet back afloat by next eightday...”

“... Hemmen or Brystanext port... captain hasn't said...” Kharl didn't
say too much during supper, but tried to be pleasant and not withdraw
into himsdif.

When Reid finished, he looked up at Kharl. “ Too wet to go to theinn.



Y ou want to join the game?’
Kharl smiled. “Thanks, but | had along day.”
“Jug asking.”

“Better that | don't.” And it was, for more than afew reasons, since
Kharl suspected he would have been tempted to try to use his
order-senses on the dice.

Instead, after returning his empty platter, he walked outside into the
cold rain and stood under the eaves of the bunkhouse next to thewall.
He studied the small puddle at hisfeet, just looking at it for amoment,
then taking it in with his senses, trying first to see what the patterns of
order and chaos might be, and then following them. He touched the
water, ever o lightly, with what he thought of as his order-sense. It
seemed to grow till, the way the sseam had. Then, he could sense
amost what were little hooks on each of the fragments. Somehow, he
looked, and thought, and twisted the hooks so that they dl locked
together.

He amost staggered, because he could fed that held exerted some
great effort. Helooked down at the small puddle, and watched as
water dropletsfaling from the edge of the eaves splattered on the
smooth unmoving surface of the water. Had he turned the puddle to
clearice?

Sowly, he bent down and extended hisfingers. The changed water
was more like cool glass, perhaps dightly warmer than the water had
been, but definitely not frozen. He straightened and then slamped his
left boot hedl on the glassy puddle. The puddle was as hard as stone or
Sed.

Kharl took out his bet knife and bent down, drawing the tip acrossthe
hard water. Even with the unchanged water faling from the eaves and
coating the order-hard water, he could see that the knife made no
impression, not even the faintest scratch. After amoment, he replaced



the knife and looked at the hard water.

Findly, he concentrated and untwisted the hooks of order and chaos.
The water shimmered and afaint seamy fog rose from the puddie as
the colder water from the eaves struck what had been order-hardened
water.

Kharl was suddenly exhausted, as though he had worked at aforge or
alathedl day, then run five or even ten kays. Hed wanted to try some
of the other things Lyras had suggested, but he wastired, far too tired.
Without looking back, he dowly trudged back inside the bunkhouse,
past Reid and the deckhands gaming. He nodded to Reid, and got a
gmileinreturn.

As he continued down the hallway, past the rooms for the mates
toward the bunkroom, he could hear the voices behind him.

“... something about him... scary...”

“... good man,” Reid answered. “ Y ou'd keep to yoursdlf, too, if you'd
lost everything hedid. .. consort, children, cooperage...”

“...'ddes” sad another voice, “he'sthe one found the friggin'
ship-worms... could bewed dl bein the deep locker...”

The voicesfaded out as Kharl dowly undressed and climbed into the
bunk. The blackness of deep was more than welcome.

LXXVI

On oneday morning, Kharl and Tarkyn were attaching the last set of
hinges on the door to the second weapons locker. The sky overhead
wasadmost clear, with afaint haze to the west, but achill and light wind
blew out of the north with adampnessthat cut through Kharl's winter
jacket. Tarkyn stepped back and nodded. “ An eightday or so, and no
oned



know that it hadn't been there from the time the ship went down the
ways*

“Better that way.” Kharl checked the racks insde and closed the door.
The hasp fit over the lock staple perfectly. He dipped the fitted dowel
in place to keep the door shut. Once they were back afloat, Ghart
would replace the dowd with an actua lock, but at the moment, no
lock was needed, since there were no weapons inside the locker.

“Captain ever say why he wanted another locker?” Kharl had asked
before, but Tarkyn had aways deflected the question. “Don't give up,
doyou?’

“You think | ought to?” countered Kharl. “Would you?’ Tarkyn
chuckled, then glanced around the deck, empty except for the two
carpenters a that moment. “Didn't say. Not exactly. Said something
about ports not being as safe asthey used to be, even Austran ports.”

“He thinks someone might try to take over the ship?’

“With what he said, the thought had crossed my mind.” Tarkyn
frowned. “Then, could be he didn't want to give the red reason. Could
be he didn't have one, except afeding.”

“Could be,” Kharl agreed. *Y ou going back to see Lyras any time
soon?’

“I hadn't planned onit.” Kharl offered alaugh. “1 haven't figured out
half of what hetold melast time.” Nor had he had a chanceto try
severa of theideas Lyras had suggested. He hadn't found the passage
in The Basis of Order about staffs, and he hadn't been successful, so
far, intrying to become invisible. But that could have been because he
was gl tired. Or maybe he was missing something.

“Magesarelikethat.” Tarkyn paused. “Y ou're getting like that.”

“Must be getting older, like you,” Kharl countered. “Reld said he saw



you looking at aleaf in the messthe other day. Just looked at it, and it
got red tiff. Then, after abit, just fell apart into white powder. Scared
him stiff. He likesyou, but till scared him.” Tarkyn waited. Kharl
amogt swallowed. He hadn't realized that Reid had been watching that
closdy. After along moment, hefindly said, “I didn't mean to scare
anyone. It was something Lyras suggested. Told meto study little
things. | did it wrong. The leaf was amost dead anyway, but... | didn't
helpit. It's hard work. | had to go to bed early that night. | was that
tired.”

“For doing that to aleaf?’

“Wadll... | wasoutsde studying therain/' Kharl added. ” That was hard,
too. No one ever told me that even learning little things about magery
took so much strength.” He was pleased that he/d managed to tell
amog dl the truth without reveding too much, and not much more than
Tarkyn dready knew.

The older carpenter nodded. “Heard that from others. Said that one of
the mages that destroyed Fairven-or might have-had been a big brawny
amith... came back askinny old man. Others never came back at al.”

“I could seethat. Just the little things, just studying things, and | felt so
tired, like I'd worked aforge al day. | guessthat'swhy | keep telling
people| can do afew things, but that I'm not a mage and might not
ever beone”

Tarkyn laughed. “I'd believe that, except for onething.”
Kharl raised his eyebrowsin question.
“You'rethekind that never gives up... leastwise about that sort.”

Kharl wondered. Hadn't he given up in away about Charee, and about
Warrl?

“Trouble coming,” said Tarkyn, looking over Kharl's shoulder.



Kharl turned and watched as Furwyl crossed the gangway between the
ship and the edge of the dry dock and made hisway acrossthe main
deck.

“Y ou about finished?’ asked thefirst mate.
“Just did,” Tarkyn said.

“Good. Put al your tools back in the carpenter shop below, and the
onesyou carried over to that shed. Then get your persona gear back
aboard. We're refloating the ship. Captain wants us out of here and
ready to sail morning after tomorrow. Were moving to the Lord's Pier
soon aswe get clear.”

“Mind telling uswhy, ser?’ asked Tarkyn.

“Captain didn't say much, except that we needed to be ready to shove
off.”

Kharl wondered how much of Hagen's urgency had been created by
the reports of conflict between Lord Ghrant and his elder brother.

LXXVII

Dy threeday evening, after two frantic and hectic days, the Seastag
was back in Vamurl harbor proper, tied to the innermost pier for
oceangoing vessels, the so-called Lord's Pier. Thelast of the wagons
that had been lined up on the pier had been unloaded in late afternoon,
and the cargo stowed below. Now, the pier was empty, except for an
occasiond sailor. But ahandful of vessalsremained in the harbor, and
no othersat the Lord's Pier.

Because the day had been warmer, and because the light was brighter,
Kharl had come topside to read and found aquiet place forward of the
paddle wheds. Hunched in hiswinter jacket, wearing aglove on the
hand that held the book, but not on the one that turned the pages, in the
dusk he looked down at the open page of The Basis of Order . He had



read the words before, but he read them again.

Order cannot be concentrated in and of itsdlf, not even within the staff
of order, and no man can truly master the saff of order until he castsit
adde.

How could anyone master something that he cast asde? And why
should anyone cast aside something as useful as astaff? The next
words had not been much more help.

For order cannot be divided in two without its power being diminished
by four, and if it be divided into four parts, then its power isless by
another fourth, so that thetotal of al portionsis but one sixteenth of
what it would have been undivided. Likewise, so it iswith a staff
imbued with order for whoever wieldsit. ..

Kharl closed the book. He would have to think even more about what
those words meant. He dmost wished held gone to see Lyras again,
but hed had so little time when he hadn't been busy or so tired from
work and

from what efforts he had made to try to do more with his order-ahilities.

“You're not tired now,” he murmured to himsaf. Not so tired as he had
been, anyway.

Hetried to recal what the mage had said about making himsdf invisble
to others, something about |etting light flow around him, that light
flowed like water. But from where did it flow? Kharl glanced & the
western sky above the roofs and towers of Vamurl. Somelight flowed
from the sun. Did it flow from lanterns or fires or torches? He had not
found anything in the book about invisihbility, or how to do it. HEd
found very few referencesto light, and most of those referred to the
chaotic nature of light, how it was not ordered.

He paused. Hed tried to let light flow around him before-a number of
times-and nothing had happened. Lyras had said that becoming



invisblewas atrick, but one held never mastered. And he thought
Kharl could? The carpenter laughed to himsalf.

Stll... what wasthe harm in trying?

Could hetry to order thelight, use his sensesto smooth it around him?
Asif hewereredly not sanding there on the deck? He just leaned
back againgt the chill wood of the paddie whedl frame and closed his
eyes, trying to fed or sensethelight.

Nothing-he sensed nothing. Except... something like awhispering
white breeze. Was that light? He tried to ease it around him, asif he
were not there. Nothing seemed to change, and he opened his eyes-
only to find that he couldn't see. He was surrounded by blackness.

He swalowed and pushed at the light, and his sight returned.

For atime, hejust sat therein the chilly dusk, breathing heavily and
holding onto The Basis of Order.

What had he done? Did being invisible mean that he wouldn't be able
to see? Hetried to recal what Lyras had said. Something about
needing his order-senses? Then Kharl remembered. “Y ou'll be blind.”
He shivered.

He considered. He'd been blind, and now hewasn't. So... what was
it?1f the light flowed around him, and he needed light, even alittle bit,
to see... He shook hishead. It was so obvious. Heredlly hadn't been
blind. He just hadn't been able to see because held had no light to see.
But did that mean that others couldn't see him?

Sowly, he stood. Did he want to try again? If he didn't, how would he
learn? But he a so recalled that moment when he couldn't see. He took
adow deep breath and tried once more.

The second time the blackness was just that-blackness, no light. He
tried to place where he was with his order-senses, and began to fed
what was around him. Then, carefully, he eased hisway &ft, toward the



quarterdeck where Rhylla had the deck duty.

He could sense her as he neared the railing, but he tried to make no
sound. She turned, then leaned forward asif peering in hisdirection.
Then she turned toward the gangway and pier.

Kharl dipped back forward and around the paddle whedl frame before
he released his smoothing of the light. He Sghed-deeply.

Again, he wastired. Not so drained as when he had hardened the
water, but tired.

He paused. Could he harden something like the air he bresthed? Into
aninvisble shidd beforehim?

Kharl stood on the deck, letting his sensestry to fed the air before him.
For amoment, he just stood there, dmost entranced, as he could see
thetiniest fragments of order and chaos hanging in theair. Sowly, he
concentrated on a square section of air acubit before his eyes, twisting
the hooks of order and chaos together.

Then he reached out with hishand, gingerly. Theair was hard... hard
asif itwereaninvisble meta plate. Hetried to pushit, but it did not
move or giveway. He yawned, and hiseyes blurred.

He could fed his knees turn to water, and he sat down on the deck,
harder than he wanted to. Then, blackness washed over him.

“Khal?Youdl right, fdlow?’

The words dowly penetrated, and Kharl looked up at the shadowy
figure of Rhylla. “Tired... wasreading. Guess| just fell adeep.” He
pulled himsdf to hisfeet.

“You look tired. Tarkyn must be working you hard.”

“Sometimes. Times, | just work mysdlf too hard.”



Thethird laughed. *“From anyone else but you I'd cdll that aload of
sowshit.”

“Could befrom me” Kharl admitted. “But | am tired.”

“Best not to deep on the deck-not in port. Never know who might dip
aboard.”

“Youreright. Thank you.”
Rhyllaturned away.

Kharl reached up, trying to see what had happened to the air shidd. It
was gone. Did that mean that it took his own concentration to maintain

it... or that it would melt away in time? He wasn't sure he wanted to
spend the effort to find out. Certainly not at the moment.

He dowly headed for hisbunk in the forecastle. If he were going to use
the air asashield, he needed to become better &t it, or the effort would
likely kill him faster than whatever he wastrying to protect againg.
More practice might help... he hoped.

He yawned again as he stepped through the hatchway. He was tired.
LXXVIII

Fourday had come, and gone, as had most of fiveday, and il the
Seastag remained tied at the Lord's Pier. Kharl and Tarkyn had spent
the mgority of fiveday cleaning out and reorganizing the carpenter's
shop, in an effort to undo the effects of the thrown-together stacks and
lengths of wood and the hurriedly stowed tools required by the hasty
reloading that had accompanied the rush of leaving the dry dock.

Kharl dipped the black staff into the longer overhead bin, till thinking
about the passage in The Basis of Order . Why was it important to cast
aside such auseful tool as the staff? He did not doubt the book, but he
did question his own understanding of the words. “ That should do it.”



“Leastwise, gave ustimeto doit right fore we set to seg,” grumbled
Tarkyn. “When we set to sea. If we set to sea”

“Y ou think we're waiting for cargo?’

“Atthe Lord's Pier? Morelikely waiting for...” Tarkyn broke off and
turned in the stool.

Kawedt stood in the hatchway of the carpenter shop. “Kharl... got a
vigtor here”

“Vigtor?' Kharl couldn't honestly think of anyone. Artha? But hisson
wouldn't have even known that hisfather served on aship, let done
which one, and Kharl doubted that Arthal would have cared, not given
the way he'd left the cooperage.

“Second from the Southshield ...”

Herana?

“Y ou're not thinking of changing ships?’ asked Tarkyn.

“No. | don't know why shed...”

At theword “she” Tarkyn laughed. Even Kawelt looked amused.
“Goon... Weredonefor the day.”

Kharl dipped on hiswinter jacket and gloves and headed topside,
where he made hisway to the quarterdeck. Heranaand Ghart stood by
therailing, taking.

“... good man... carpenter and afighter... adeck-stander... guess
that'sal right...”

“ ... doesn't talk much about himsdlf...”

Both turned as Kharl neared.



“Carpenter,” said Herana, “werein port till tomorrow. Thought you
might like to join mefor an de. Ghart says you're not on the watch
schedule until tomorrow morning.”

Kharl looked to Ghart.

“Still don't havethat cargo,” Ghart said. “ Go havean de. Just tekea
look at the pier now and then.”

“Yes, sar.” Kharl nodded.
“Seeyou later, Ghart,” Heranasaid to the Seastag's second mate.

Kharl followed Herana down the gangway, then drew abreast of her on
the pier. Heinclined his head to her. He wasn't quite sure what to call
her, since he was neither passenger nor acrewman under her.

“I was glad to see you came back,” she said. “Somehow, | didn't see
you asthe type that would have liked Vizyn.”

“You wereright, but | had to see.”

“You don't like being aship's carpenter?’

“I'likeit. I'm not certain it'swhat | should be doing.”
“If youlikeit, and you're good... 7’

Kharl laughed. “Once | was a cooper, and | wasgood at it, and | liked
it. But, for dl that, thingsdidn't turn out so well.”

Herana turned toward the open doors of the Crimson Pitcher. Kharl
followed her indde. The tavern was haf-empty, and they found atable
inthefar corner of the main public room. AsKharl seated himself
across from her, he couldn't help but overhear words from atable
nearby.

“... sadtheregulars being marched south... going to let Ilteron have
vdmurl...”



“... Lord Ghrant never was afighter...”

A server appeared.

“Dak de” Heranasaid.

“Lager. Pdedeif you dont haveit,” Kharl added.
“Threefor each.”

Kharl showed his coins, asdid Her ana.

“Beback inamoment.”

“Ghart said you'd had to leave Brysta. Was that what you meant by
things not turning out?’ Herana's voice showed interest, but was not
ingstent as she looked at Kharl.

“Something likethat.” Kharl paused, then waited asthe server set
down two mugs before handing over his coins. Once the woman left,
he said, “Board outsde said two.”

“Everything's getting dearer. All the taverns are asking more.”

“Because of the fighting between Ghrant and |lteron? What's Captain
Harluk going to do with the Southshield ... if Ghrant and llteron dart a
baitle herein Vamurl 7’

“Steam off to where they're not fighting,” suggested Herana. “Wait until
everything clears, then go back to carrying people and cargo where
they want to go. What €lse can he do?’

“Not much,” Kharl replied. Hetook aswalow of thepae de. He
would have preferred lager, but he wasn't about to complain about
what he couldn't get.

After another slence, Heranaasked, “ Y ou think thingswill work out
better for you here?’



“I don't know. Once | thought that anywhere would be better. Now...
seems like people are mogtly the same everywhere. Theresalways
someone...” Kharl shrugged and shook his head.

“Y ou see that on ships, too. Thought I'd get away from that by going to
seq,” shesad. “Don't have as many folk, but they're the same.”

“Why did you go to sea?’ Kharl asked. “Not that many women do.”

“What was | going to do? Can't have children-consort near-on killed
me when hefound out.”

Kharl winced. “I'm sorry.”

“Don't be. Was along time ago. Made it easier. My brother knew
Harluk. He carriesalot of passengers, epecidly in the summer. Helps
to have some women in the crew. Turned out | wasgood at it.” She
looked at Kharl. *'Y ou have a consort?’

“Not now. She was hung by Lord West for murder. Shedidnt doiit...”
Kharl gave as brief adescription as he could of what had happened.
“... and that was how | got to be a carpenter on the Seastag.”

“Daresay you left out alot.”
Kharl nodded.
“Your sons... not red grateful, were they?’

“Don't think young people ever are. They know better. | did, too, back
when | wastheir age.”

“Isthat what happened with your consort?’
Kharl didn't understand the question.

Heranalaughed... softly. “My problem. Everyone got consorted. So
did 1. Then | discovered hedidn't love me, just wanted children...
sons.”



“You couldn't have any.” Kharl shook hishead. “No... maybe| didn't
want the children enough. Was dwaystrying to do more, bring in more
coins, so that we'd have enough. ..”

“Wereyou in love with her?” asked Herana. “Y our consort?’

The question was ashock. Kharl bit off aretort. Why was she asking?
Helooked at her, but he didn't sense anything from Herana except
concern, and certainly there was no trace of chaos around her. Findly,
hesad, “Attimes... | fill missher...”

“That's not the same.”

It wasn't. Kharl knew that. He also wondered if that was why he tried
not to think about Charee much. “When we were younger ... shewas
good-looking, not quite a beauty, but she turned heads. | thought | was
inlove...”

“Now you aren't sure?’

“Theres more than afew things I'm not sure about these days,” Kharl
admitted. Heforced agrin. “Like why you're so interested in a
carpenter second.”

“Because you're honest, and when you're not, you're trying to be. ..

Not that many men who are. Because I'm ether the one giving orders
or taking them. Becauseit's good to talk with someone not on the
Southshield. Because... whatever happens... you're not the kind to be
nesty...” Shelooked directly at him. “Enough said?’

Kharl couldn't help but smile. “Enough said.” He doubted that Herana
would ever be more than afriend, but he had none, and certainly none
who had sought him ot.

“Ghart says you're more than a carpenter...”

“Not yet. I'm not as good a ship's carpenter as | should be.”



A rall of laughter from two tables away was so loud that neither could
speak for amoment.

“... andif you think I'd believe that, Lord Ghrant is as well-endowed
asaprizebull...”

“... and your mother has whiskerstougher thaniron nails...”

Kharl could sense the chaos rising around the table. He touched
Heranasarm “... need to get out of here... dong thewadl there...”

The two were dmost to the doorway when the table went over and
men piled into each other. They kept moving until they were out in the
cool twilight air.

Kharl took a deep breath.

“Y ou knew that was coming,” Heranasaid.
“I heard the words.”

“You knew.”

“I had afeding,” Kharl admitted. “Took meawhileto learn that it's
best not to ignore those fedlings.” He nodded toward the harbor. “|
probably ought to get back.”

She nodded.
They turned toward the harbor.

LXXIX

Jxharl had been back aboard the Seastag for dmost two glasses, a
good glass after sunset, and according to Rhylla, no wagons had shown
up with cargo. Nor had Hagen set aday or timefor leaving, except that
he expected that they could sail anytime in the next few days.



Because held been so restless that he knew he couldn't read or
deep-especidly asearly inthe evening asit was, hed made hisway
back topside and settled out of Sght against therailing near the
bowsprit, warm enough in hiswinter jacket and gloves. He wastrying
to sort out too many matters-from what he felt about what had
happened over the past year to where he wanted to go and what he
wanted to do. Heredly had no answers, not ones that made much
sense, and what heread in The Basis of Order confused him as often
asit explained things.

The de hed had with Herana had made severa things clear. Firgt, he
definitely missed feminine companionship. Second, he liked Heranas

company, but that was dl. And third, hed lacked acloseness with
Chareefor along time, something he'd missed without knowing it. Or
perhaps, he just had come to accept matters as they had cometo be.

At the sound of hoofs on the pier, unusua after sunset, Kharl turned
and looked down and &ft. A rider had reined up and dismounted. He
started up the gangway, and his voice carried. “ Captain Hagen!
Captain Hagen!”

Although the single lantern from the quarterdeck cast but faint
illumination, Kharl thought the man wore auniform, but not the black
and yellow of Ghrant's persond guards.

Kharl turned and moved aft, dipping around the paddle whed framein
the darkness. He decided to try to cloak himself by using order, and
concentrated on having the light flow around him. The dimnessthat
surrounded him turned into absol ute blackness, and for amoment he
stopped, disoriented. He made an effort to sense his surroundings and,
more dowly, continued toward the quarterdeck.

The evening deck watchstander was Ghart, and he wastalking to the
newcomer.

“I've cdled the captain, ser, and he should be here in amoment.”



Sensing Hagen coming from aft, Kharl stepped back, as quietly ashe
could. While no one could see him, people could till hear him, and
Hagen could certainly walk into him, and that would not be what Kharl
wanted.

“Captain,” offered the dender man.

“Mger... my cabin?’ asked Hagen.

“I... think not. Perhaps aft and above.”
“Asyouwish.” Hagen turned and crossed the deck.

The mgjer followed, and then, quietly, so did Kharl, several paces
back, cautioudy, climbing the ladder up to the poop well after Hagen
and the mger. Kharl stopped less than five cubits from Hagen and the
other man, possibly the son of alord, aswell asan officer, Kharl
judged, certainly someone of high stature from his few words and
carriage.

“... would do amost aught to support Lord Ghrant,” Hagen offered.

“For now, what is of most concern to him isthat you take his consort
and sonsto Dykaru. Tonight, if at dl possible”

“That isagoodly distance,” said Hagen.

“He does not want them threatened by Ilteron. Where elsein Austra
could they be more distant?’

“Or safer,” suggested Hagen, “seeing asit serves the center of the
ancedtral lands of Lord Ghrant.”

“If you agree, they will be arriving shortly.”

“Under the cover of darkness. Are mattersthat precarious herein
Vamurl? Or does hefear that they soon will be?’

“Lord Ghrant does not want a pitched battle over Vamurl. If hewins, it



will beameaninglessvictory, because it will destroy thecity. That is
why heis moving south, and why heismaking it known to Ilteron that
heis”

“And whét if llteron takes Vamurl and does not follow Ghrant?’ asked
Hagen.

The other man laughed, harshly. “If llteron cannot dispose of Ghrant
quickly, hewill lose. Heisknown to be crudl and unforgiving. He has
stated that heis strong and Ghrant isweak. If he cannot best Ghrant
soon, that givesthelieto hiswords. And... he hasdready killed Lord
Bowar in afit of anger. Thelonger thefight goeson, the moreit favors
Ghrant, and even the highland lords know that. 1lteron will haveto fight
Ghrant in the south. The southern lordswill never support Ilteron, and it
was for that reason, aswell you know, Lord Hagen, that Lord Estloch
disnherited...”

Kharl nodded to himsdf. It did not totaly surprise him that Hagen was
cdled“lord.”

“I did not wish to see Austratorn in two, and yet what | did not wish
has till cometo pass,” Hagen said in avoice so low that Kharl had to
strain to hear the words.

“If Ilteron does not pressthefight to Lord Ghrant,” the majer went on,
“eightday by eightday, thelords of the east, then the north, will dowly
come back to Ghrant, for he will not rule them with aniron fist and
curtall their powers. Ilteron will, and many follow him but through fear.”

“The Seastag isready to set to sea,” Hagen said. “We will do what
your master wishes, and | hope that your words are what comesto

pass.”
In his conced ment, so did Kharl.

“What will bewill be, and theright will triumph,” answered the mgjer.



“Of that, | am certain,” returned Hagen, and Kharl heard theirony in
hisvoice. “Let us hopethat it isthe proper right. For do not al men and
lords believe that what they wishisright?’

There was slence from the mgjer, and Kharl could sense aswirl dmost
of chaos-anger, he thought.

“Come, mgjer,” Hagen went on. “Relying primarily on one's cause as
being right isan invitation to difficulty and defegt.”

“I have noted, Lord Hagen,” came the stiff reply, “that thosewho are
convinced of the Tightness of their cause are more likely to persevere
and triumph.”

“They're dso morelikely to show scorn and contempt for their
opponents and to sow the seeds of future conflict. | have no love of this
conflict, mger. No good will come of it, only lessevil. | support Lord
Ghrant, as| havetold him to hisface, not because heisagreat lord,
but because he has the chance to become one, while his brother can
only becomeworse.”

The cool matter-of-fact words spoken by Hagen chilled Kharl, but the
majer remained agitated.

“%‘, ,_”

“Enough.” Hagen'ssingle word, delivered in atone of cold command,
dlenced the mgjer. After amoment, he went on. “Wedo not liveina
world where dl isgood, maer. We must do the best we can with what
we are given. We have the better cause, but it isfar from perfect, and
to think otherwiseisvain arrogance. | await the Lady Hyriettaand her
sons.”

“Ser. They will be here shortly.” The mger's words were clipped, but
Kharl had the feding that the man was Htill seething.

Still holding his shield around himsdlf, Kharl quickly made hisway back



down to the main deck before the majer, hurrying forward past the
paddie whed on the starboard side. Then he released the shield. Even
the dimness of night was welcome after the blackness he had endured.

Kharl had dwaysfelt that Hagen was more than amere captain or
factor, but from the mgjer'sreactionsit was clear that Hagen held far
more power in Austra than Kharl-or most of the crew-had realized. It
was also obvious how Hagen regarded Lord Ghrant.

Kharl had barely considered those facts before the sound of hoof-beats
on the pier signaled the departure of the mgjer. In the comparative
slencethat followed, Kharl pondered whether he should head to his
bunk in the forecastle-or if he could even deep immediately-when he
heard footsteps.

“Thought you might be here,” said Furwyl. “Cold asit is, most nights
you're up here”

“It'snot that cold, ser,” replied Kharl.
“I'm from Dykaru, and it'safair sght colder herein winter than

there. Anyway, captain wants to see you. He's up on the poop,
forward of thewhed .

“Yes, sar.” Asheturned and headed aft across the foredeck, Kharl
wondered if the captain had sensed his presence, or if Hagen had a
task for him because of the magjer. He made hisway acrossthe main
deck not at al quietly, then up the ladder.

Hagen was standing at therail, looking westward toward Vamurl.
“Ser... you asked for me?’

The captain did not move for amoment, then turned. “1 did. I'd liketo
ask you to undertake a different duty for the next few days. You'd
shareit with Ghart and Esamat.”



Kharl waited. He only knew Esamat by sight and name, awiry top
rigger, but the combination of the three was definitely strange.

“WEé're going to have a passenger, alady and her two sons, and welll
be carrying them south to Dykaru. Shelll have my cabin for thetrip, and
I'll be needing aguard in the passageway at al times. Y ou're good with
that staff or acudgd, and | can trust you. Y ou're dso older, and that
helps”

“Yes, ser.” Kharl wasn't about to say no, not when Hagen had done so
much for him. “If I might ask... isthis Lord Ghrant's consort?’

Hagen looked hard at Kharl.

“Ser... | don't know much, but | heard that Dykaru was where Lord
Ghrant'sfrom, and if you're giving up your cabin, and want aguard dl
thetime...” Kharl frowned. “Buit... maybe I'm speaking out of turn, but
wouldn't she have her own guards? Maybe I'm presuming too much...”

“You're not presuming. | keep forgetting that you've seen more than
most. It isthe Lady Hyrietta, and she will have a detachment of guards.
| don't have the greatest trust in those guards, and they will be stationed
outside the passageway, but | want you or one of the othersin that
passageway at al times, even when she or the boys are on deck. No
oneisto enter the cabin, except her, the boys, their nurse, and me. No
one”

“Y ourethinking treachery, sr?’

“Ilteronisfamousfor that, and | want to make sure nothing happens on
board the Seastag.” Hagen paused. “Y ou and Ghart and Esamat are to
be here when she comes aboard. | also want her to know that only the
three of you-and Furwyl and Rhylla-are to be in that passageway, but
none of the crew and officers except me are to enter the cabin.”

“Yes, s



“ Stand by somewhere on the decks. When you hear a carriage or
mounts, join the others outside the hatchway on the main deck.”

“Yes, ser.” Kharl nodded.

“Ghart will have acudgd for you-unlessyou'd prefer the staff.”
“Cudgd'd be better in the passageway, ser.”

“I thought asmuch.”

Kharl climbed down the ladder. The engineers had to be firing up the
boilers, because he could smell cod as he moved forward, amost dl
the way to the bowsprit, where he stood at the railing and looked out at
the city to the west, with its mostly shadowed shapes and intermittent
torches and lamps. How many people out there knew that their futures
hung on what happened between two brothers? And how many truly
knew the aternative represented by each? Kharl knew that he didn't.
He'd heard bits and pieces, yet he suspected he'd heard more than
most people. Wasit always that way?

Not more than half a glass had passed before Kharl heard hoofs on the
pier and the whedls of acarriage. He hurried aft to the hatchway
leading to the captain's quarters. Ghart and Esamat were already there.

Esamat looked at Kharl and smiled. “ Even forethe captain said it,
figured you might be one.”

Kharl shrugged. “ Surprised me.”
Both Ghart and Esamat laughed.

Kharl could hear Hagen's voice coming from the quarterdeck, and
another's voice. Neither sounded pleased, but Kharl said nothing and
neither did the two standing beside him. More time passed, and then a
group of people moved across the dimness of the main deck, led by
Hagen, who carried alantern.



Behind Hagen was an undercaptain in the yellow and black of Lord
Ghrant's personal guards, followed by ayoung woman who had to be
Lady Hyrietta. The Lady Hyriettawore adark blue cloak and a
brimmed hat. Neither could hide that she was dender, if full-figured.
Her dark hair had been braided and mostly tucked under the hat.
Slightly behind her came her sons. The two boyswere young. The
older one held his mother's hand. The younger was being carried by
another woman, gray-haired, but not that much older than Kharl.

Hagen stopped short of the three sailors, inclining his head to the lady.
“Lady Hyrietta, as| explained,” Hagen said, “these three men will be
your indde guards. Thetal one a the end isKharl. HE's one of the

ship's carpenters. He adso cleared almost the entire deck of apirate
vessd attacking us. Thelight-haired oneis Esamat. He used to be an
assassin in Hamor. While that was severa years ago, he's il quite
good. Ghart isthe second mate, and he served atour asan
undercaptain with Lord Est-loch. He's dso the one who killed Varrot.”

The faintest hint of awry smile crossed Hyrietta's heart-shaped face.
“Y ou take your duties most serioudy, Lo-... Captain.”

“I know where my duty lies, lady. Now... let us proceed.” Hagen
looked at Ghart. “ Y ou'll have thefirst watch, Esamat the second, Kharl
thethird.”

“YS, y.u

“Y ou threewait here.” Hagen turned to the undercaptain. “If you and
your men would aso wait here while we settle Lady Hyriettaand the
heirs?’

The undercaptain nodded, politely, but with scarcely more than minima
gpproval.

Kharl surveyed the armsmen who stood behind the undercaptain.
There were twelve, and they ranged in age from one barely afew years



older than Arthal to one closeto Kharl's age. The undercaptain was
bearded and graying, an older officer who had made hisway through
the ranks, Kharl surmised.

Hagen returned shortly and immediately addressed the undercaptain.

“Y ou understand the arrangements. Y our men will guard the hatchway
here, on the outside. The only people to enter the passageway are me,
the officers, and these three men.”

“Yes, s

Kharl could tell that the undercaptain was not totally pleased with the
arrangement.

Hagen offered asmile. “No man does two jobswell. Y our men only
worry about one area, and mine only worry about one.”

The undercaptain nodded.

Hagen looked to Kharl and Esamat. “Y ou two best get some deep.
Y ou'll be roused in your turn with the rest of the duty.”

“YS’ £,..H

Neither Kharl nor Esamat spoke until they were back on the main deck
and well back from the two persona guardsin yelow and black.

“The captain worries,” offered Kharl.
“Wouldn't you? With thelord'slady and his heirsin your hands?’

“That | would.” Kharl paused. “Do you know if Lord Ilteron has any
ships?’

“None of hisown,” Esamat replied. “Leastwise, not that I've heard.
Hésin tight with the Hamorians, though.”

“Wed better hope that they've no warships near.”



“Not likely, and the captain's a better seaman than any of them. With
the engine and favorable winds, no ironbound ship could catch

us

“Then we'd best hope for favorable winds.” Kharl hoped agreat ded
more than that was favorable.

LXXX

Slightly before four glasses after midnight, Kharl pulled on his clothes
and readied himsdlf to relieve Esamat. In the darkness, he took up his
cudgel and made hisway across the deck to where two armsmenin
yellow and black guarded the hatchway to the captain's cabin. Hagen
was waiting, as was the undercaptain.

“ThisisKharl. HE's one of our three guards.” Hagen held up the smdll
lantern he was carrying o that the light fell on Kharl'sface.

The undercaptain nodded, and one of the guards stood back so that
Kharl could open the hatch and step inside.

The passageway was agood twenty cubitslong, but lessthan three
wide and barely four high, so that Kharl had to duck his head to avoid
hitting it on the overhead. There were doors on both sdesfor the
mates cabins, and then smooth bulkheeds for the last ten cubits leading
to the captain's cabin. Esamat rose from astool set aft of the last doors.
Asthe other man did, Kharl noticed that two changes had been made
to the passageway. A bracket had been added to hold asmall lantern,
and asmall watch bell had a so been added where Esamat had been
gtanding hiswatch.

“Thebdl isonly if we get attacked or threatened,” Esamat said.
“Captain refilled the lantern maybe hdf aglassago.” Therigger
stretched. “It's been quiet. Hopeit isfor you.”

“Sodol.”



After Esamat |eft, Kharl took his position in the passageway outside the
captain's cabin. For amogt the first three glasses, except for Hagen's
retiring to the first's cabin, the only sounds in the passageway were
those of Kharl's breathing and his own movements.

Then, about a glass before Kharl was due to be relieved by Ghart,
Hagen regppeared from the cabin that he was sharing with Furwyl.

“Quigt, Kharl 7’

“Very quiet so far, ser.”

“Let'shopeit saysthat way, but don't wager anything oniit.”
“No, ser.”

“And don't hesitate to ring the watch bell there if anything lookswrong.
Anything at al, you understand.”

“Yes sor.”
With anod, the captain |eft the passageway .

Kharl heard him say, “Good morning,” to the armsmen outside on the
deck before he closed the hatch.

In the next half glass, Furwyl appeared, asdid Rhylla, then Bemyr, and
they dl went topside. Ghart was obvioudy il deeping.

Then Kharl heard a high childish voice from behind him, loud enough to
penetrate the closed cabin door.

“Mommy... want to go home... don't want to be here...”
“... begoing to the summer place...”
“... don't want summer... want home...”

“... well go homelater. Y our father will be coming to meet us...”



“ ... wanthome...”

About that point, had the boy been his, Kharl would have gotten
somewhat more forceful.

Lady Hyrietta merely murmured something elsethat Kharl could not
hear.

“...no... home...”
“No! That'senough, Kyran!”

Kharl smiled. The Lady Hyriettawasn't dl that much more patient than
hewas.

The voices subsided to murmurs, and Kharl studied the passageway,
hoping that nothing did happen on the voyage southward, and
especidly not on hiswatches.

LXXXI

On the second day of the voyage, and less than a glass after sunset,
Kharl was standing his second passageway watch of the voyage south
to Dykaru. The seaswere almost calm, and Hagen was on deck. In
fact, al the mates were somewhere topside.

The Lady Hyriettaand her sonswere in the cabin. The nurse had left
the cabin ashort while before, and from the silence, Kharl gathered that
she and Lady Hyrietta had put the boys to bed and that the lady was
reading or resting herself, while the nurse was on deck for a breath of
night air.

After three glassesin the passageway, Kharl was dueto berelievedin
about aglass, and hewas ready for that. Standing duty in the narrow
passageway |eft him feding restless and confined. Inadvertently, his
thoughts skittered back to hisimprisonment in the Hall of Justicein
Brysta. Hall of injustice, he thought, wondering if better justicers



would have helped, or if they would have been run out or dismissed by
Egen or Lord West.

Hislipscurled into anironic amile. People didn't really want justice, not
unlessthey were desperate. Even he hadn't wanted justice so much as
freedom. Histhoughts were interrupted by adull thump outside, from
the main deck.

Kharl stiffened, easing off the stool and grabbing the cudgel, then
turning as the hatch opened. He could sense someone outside-lifting
something-a crossbow. That left Kharl as atarget more vulnerable than
agrounded goose, outlined by the lamp on the bulkhead. He did the
only thing he could think that would help, using his Taent to bind the
very ar into ashield, hoping that he wasin time, and that he could hold
the shid long enough.

Clank! Thunk! The crossbow quarrel dropped to the deck, bent. The
armsman in black and yelow charged toward Kharl, his sabre
extended and clearly expecting awounded, if not adead or dying,
guard.

Kharl raised the cudgd dightly, but stayed behind the hardened air.

The armaman thrugt, hisblade gtriking theinvisble shied. The sabore
blade shattered, metal scattering across the deck and bouncing from
the lower parts of the bulkheads.

At the momentary look of astonishment on the armsman's face, Kharl
released the minute order-chaos hooks holding the air solid, and struck
at the man, the cudgel damming into the attacker'slower ribs.

“Oooof...” The armsman dropped the usdess sabre hilt, trying to
dance back and draw along knife, but his steps were wobbly.

Kharl's were not, nor was hisaim off. His second blow wasto the
man's knife arm, and something cracked. Histhird shattered a kneecap,
and the man toppled, dowly, sprawling onto the deck. The armsman



did not make a sound, but lay on the deck, writhing.
Kharl stepped forward, his cudgel ready.

The attacker's good hand went to his belt, and then to his mouth. He
swalowed something.

Kharl grabbed for the man's arm, but with asecond swallow, the
armsman convulsed. Kharl began to ring the bell that Hagen had
attached to the bulkhead.

“What-" Lady Hyrietta's head peered from the captain's door.
“Lady! Stay there and bolt the door!”
Hyriettadid not argue, and Kharl heard the bolt dam home.

Within moments, Ghart and Hagen burst through the hatchway from the
main deck.

In the dim light from the smdll lantern, Hagen |ooked down at the
dtill-convulsng armsmean.

“I tried to stop him without killing him, ser,” Kharl said. “ But he took
poison before | could get to him.”

“Poison?’ Hagen looked to Ghart, then back at the fallen armsman,
who gave alast shudder before dumping into silence.

“He put something in hismouth.”

“He did something to the outside guards,” Hagen said, hiseyes darting
from sdeto side, checking the passageway. “ Could have offered them
something to drink-water, wine. Both are dead. Poisoned, I'd say.”

“But... held been with Ghrant for years... that'swhat they said.”

“Treachery... that has always been llteron'sway...” Hagen turned to
Ghart. “Go find the undercaptain and tell him what happened. Then



take care of thisone. Don't let anyone inside here. The undercaptain
can look from the hatichway if heingsts”

“YS, %’_”

Ghart made hisway back onto the deck, closing the hatch behind him,
leaving Hagen with Kharl in the passageway.

Hagen looked at Kharl. “He picked you.”

“| suppose hedid.”

The captain laughed, mirthlesdy. “Bad choice.”
“Y ou knew they would,” Kharl said.

“I thought, if there were any treachery, that they would. I'd hoped that
his persona guard would have been above subversion. | wasn't about
to wager the lady and the heirs on that hope, though.”

Ghart regppeared. “ Undercaptain's on hisway.”

“I'll talk to the lady.” Hagen turned and walked to the door to his cabin,
where he knocked. “Lady Hyrietta? Hagen here”

After amoment, the door opened a crack, then more.

“| need to comein for amoment.” The cabin door closed behind the
captain, and Kharl could hear the sound of voices, but not the words.

Ghart looked at the body of the dead armsman, then at the deck near
Kharl's boots. He bent down and picked up the crosshow quarrel, its
tip bent back.

“Hemust have hit something,” Kharl said. “He shot, then charged
n'E“

Ghart studied the deck again, thistime picking up the shattered sections



of the sabre. 1 suppose he missed with this, too?’

Kharl shrugged. “Hetried to get me. | used the cudgel. Maybe he
wasn't used to fighting in anarrow space.”

Ghart laughed, humorlesdy. “Well leaveit a that, but | think I'll just
make sure al this goes overboard. It's probably better that way.”

“No onewould believe | wasthat lucky,” Kharl said.

“You'reright about that,” Ghart replied as he turned with the bent
quarrel and broken sabre fragments.

Beforelong, Kharl could hear voices outside the hatchway.
“Poisoned... bastard poisoned his own mates... Y ou want meto
bdievetha?

“| daresay that Lord Hagen doesn't much care what you believe,
undercaptain. He knows what happened, and he knew it waslikdly...”

The undercaptain was furious. Kharl could fed the anger.

“Y ou see why the captain wanted two sets of guards?’ asked Ghart,
hisvoicecam.

“... and your man killed him sowe cant find out...”

“No... Kharl disabled him, but he wasn't quick enough to stop him
from taking poison.”

“Y ouwant meto bdievethat...”
“One moment.”

Ghart regppeared in the passageway. He shook his head as he bent
and grasped the dead armsman's tunic and dragged the limp form out
of the passageway, mostly closing the hatch behind him.



“...faceishblue...”
“... poison doesthat... better believeit.”

Kharl waited, wondering if there would be another attempt to get to the
lady and her sons. Y es, he decided. The question was merely whether
the attempt would occur on the Seastag or elsawhere.

While he could hope that the attempts occurred where Hagen might
prevent them, he had his doubts. Whenever there might be another
attempt, it would be with greater stealth or greater force-or both. He
didn't doubt his own courage... but he did worry about knowing
enough to ded with something that was less obvious.

LXXXII

Although Kharl and two others assigned to the passageway duty
remained especidly dert for the last two days of the voyage, there
were no more attempts to attack either the armsmen or those standing
duty in the passageway. Nor did the ship encounter any other vessals,
not any that Kharl knew about, in any case. The seas had been cam,
and there had not been much need for carpentry during the short
voyage, for which Kharl had been grateful.

On abright and much warmer eightday, one that was cam and

N windless, the Seastag steamed into the small harbor a Dykaru and
tied

up at the single narrow pier that served oceangoing vessels. At least a
company of aamsmenin yelow and black held the pier, aswdll astwo

squads of lancersin the same colors. Waiting opposite the spot where
the Seastag tied up was a coach of golden oak, trimmed in black.

Wearing only aheavy gray shirt, Kharl looked beyond the pier, at
Dykaru itsdf, not quite acity, rather atown composed of clusters of



buildings, most of them with white plastered walls and orangish brown
roof tiles. The treeswere al broad-leafed, rather than the evergreens
predominant in the north, and had remained green, rather than graying
the way leafed trees did in the colder climes. On alow hillsideto the
west was akeep with light gray sonewadlls. Thewalls of theinterior
buildings were white and roofed in the sametile as the dwellings and
gructuresin the town proper.

The harbor itsdf was empty of larger vessels, except for the Seastag,
and ahandful of fishing vessds at the smaler wharf to the west of
deep-water pier.

From the foredeck, Kharl watched asthe Lady Hyriettaand her sons
crossed the main deck to the gangway and made their way down to the
carriage. Hagen walked beside her the entire way to the coach, and the
nursefollowed. The armsmen in black and yellow surrounded them.
After escorting the lady, her sons, and the nurse to the coach and
closing the door, the captain bowed and stepped back. The lancers
and the coach began to move, and then the armsmen on foot fell in
behind.

Once the pier was clear, Hagen made hisway back up the gangway.
Kharl watched asthe captain stopped on the quarterdeck and
surveyed the ship, then turned forward and made his way toward
Kharl. The carpenter waited.

Hagen stopped severa cubitsaway. “| wanted to thank you. | wasn't
totally fair, but I knew | could count on you, and there aren't many in
the world so trustworthy.”

“I don't know that | am,” Kharl replied.

“In the things that matter you are. Y ou've proved that time after time,
but then, you probably did in Brysaaswell.”

Kharl had his doubts about that. Instead, he asked, “What do you think
will happen?’



“Ilteron will bring hisforces south and attempt to crush Ghrant before
most of the lords, landowners, and factors come to understand how
evil llteron truly is” For amoment, Hagen'slipstightened. “ Doubtless
the Emperor of Hamor has suggested that he can spare wizards,

ships, and armsmen for but alimited time, in order to force llteron to
act quickly.”

“So that there will be awar that weakens both sides and leaves Aus-tra
divided and in chaos?’ suggested Kharl.

“For aformer cooper, you have come to understand matters quickly,
far more quickly than most of thelords of Austra, | fear.”

“Severd times, you have been addressed as'Lord/ ” Kharl said.
“And you would like to know why?’
“If it would not trouble you.”

Hagen laughed once. “1 am alord, of sorts. My father wasthe
arms-commander for Lord Estbach. Lord Estbach was Lord Estloch's
father and the one who became Lord of Austrawhen his own brother
died without proper heirs. My father was gifted with the lands of South
Shilton. They are most rocky, fit for goats and sheep, if that, and
without meadows, trees worthy of the name, or even asizable stream.
For that reason, and because my father was much respected, no one
much cared about the gifting. After my father's desth, | borrowed
againg them to purchase my first vessdl. | waslucky in my trading, and
was ableto repay theloan. | have not borrowed since, and consider
mysdlf most fortunate in that respect.”

“I don't think that'sthe entiretale,” replied Kharl, “but I'd not ask for
more.”

“I was dso the head of Lord Ghrant's persond guard for abrief time, a
few years back. It was not a happy experience for either of us.”



From what he had seen of Hagen and heard of Ghrant, Kharl could not
say that he was surprised.

“It was not apogition | desired,” Hagen said, “but Lord Estloch
prevailed upon me, and because of what | felt | owed, | did what was
necessary and as quickly as possible, and Lord Ghrant and | remained
on speaking terms. And there you haveit, carpenter and mage.”

“I'mnot amage,” Kharl replied. “1 can do afew things that use order,
but I'm far from amage.”

Hagen smiled. “Y ou're hard on yoursdf.”
“Not any harder than you are on yourself, ser.”

Hagen shook hishead ruefully. 1 think not, but the passing years will
tdl.”

“When will we put back to sea?’
“Not for atime yet. None of the cargo isthat urgent.”

Kharl nodded politely. It was clear that Hagen intended to see what
happened, perhaps even have the Seastag standing by asaway for
Ghrant and hisfamily to leave Dykaru-and Audtra-if necessary. “You
think things could get bad here?’

“If therés afleet from Hamor that gppears offshore. .. that will tell
you how bad it is*
“I hope not.”

“Nor |, but my luck hasn't run that deep in recent years.” Hagen
inclined his head. “ Thank you again.” Then he turned and was gone.

Kharl glanced out to the west a the peaceful view of the white-walled
buildings of Dykaru, set againgt the greenery. After atime, heturned
away and headed down to the carpenter shop. With little carpentry to



do, hewould try to glean more from The Basis of Order .

LXXXII

For the next day and ahaf, Kharl and Tarkyn worked on minor repairs
to the exterior of the paddle whed frames. The repairs were not
immediately necessary, but there wasllittle point in postponing them,
snce the damage would only increase over time, especidly inwinter.
They dso put another coat of finish on the new weaponslocker, taking
advantage of the warmer weather in Dykaru.

After completing the locker'sfinish work in the late afternoon, Kharl
had taken a break and stood on the aft part of the poop, looking to the
northwest, out across the harbor and the white walls and tile roofs of
the town. Well beyond the keep of Lord Ghrant, he could sense
something in the distance. He guessed that if he could have seen farther,
he would have seen or sensed awhite migt, the kind that surrounded a
chaos-wizard-or wizards.

“You fed something?’
Kharl turned to see Hagen standing by the whed platform.

The carpenter shrugged. “I'm not certain, but | think therésawhite
wizard coming toward Dykaru from the northwest. Therell be more
than one, but | don't know how many.”

“If 3o, | can't say I'm surprised,” Hagen replied. “ Ghrant's
arms-commander-and most of the regular officers-thought that I1teron
would take Vamurl first. That never made senseto me.”

“Why not?’" asked Kharl, in spite of himsdlf. “Held gain control of the
capital and the largest port in Austra.”

“Ilteron's srength isin the west, and he's not that well loved in the east.
Why fight over acity that Ghrant's abandoned? All he would do would
be to damage what he hopesto gain. If he defeats Ghrant, Vamurl will



be that much easier to take. In fact, most would accept hisrule as
necessary, if not exactly welcome.”

“Evenif they don't carefor him?’

“The dternative would be worse. If llteron defeats Ghrant, he will
ather kill him and hisfamily or drive them from Austra Hewill try for
thefirdt. It makes matters much easier.” Hagen'stone turned dryly
ironic. “ Once that happens, what can the landholders do? Support
someone else and prolong the war and destruction? Even if someone
managed to kill Ilteron, and if one of Ghrant's sons survived, or
[Iteron's, a best, Austrawould be looking a along regency, at worst
another ambitious lord trying to seize power from underage and untried
heirs. And that would make it far easier for the Emperor of Hamor.”

“If | happened to bellteron,” Kharl suggested, “1'd be looking behind
me aswadl asbefore. That'd be moretrueif | won.”

“Y ou're even more suspiciousthan | am, mage.”

“As suspicious, perhaps. Not more. Y ou must have considered that
long ago.”

Hagen laughed.

“How long will we stay in Dykaru? Until the outcomeis certain- one
way or the other?’

1] Unrm] |y-”
Kharl understood that. “Is there any way you can help Lord Ghrant?’

“At the moment, | know of nothing elseto be done. | have no
arms-men, only ahandful of unarmed vessds. Well have to see what
opportunitiesarise.”

If any do, thought Kharl bleakly.



LXXXIV

Iwo more days passed, and Hagen remained onshore somewhere,
leaving Furwyl in charge of the Seastag. After finishing the paddie
whed frame repairs, and giving the first weapons locker another coat of
finish, b